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INDUSTRY LEGENDS 
RON GILBERT AND GARY WINNICK 


talk sens most perplexing puzzles, 
and discuss the genre's renewed future. 
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RETRON 5 


For GBA / SNES / NES / GENESIS / FAMICOM 


The Most Highly Reviewed Retro Console Ever 
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PLAY WELL. LIVE WELL. 


pow ee, © THE ULTIMATE RETRO EXPERIENCE 


The RetroN® 5 is compatible with cartridges from these systems: 
Bi NES, Famicom, SNES, Super Famicom, Master System, Genesis, 
Mega Drive, Game Boy, Game Boy Color, and Game Boy Advance. 


e 720p HD output and enhanced interpolated audio 
e Included wireless controller with fully mappable buttons and macros 
e Supports original NES, SNES, and Genesis controllers 


©2015 Hyperkin® Inc. All trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 
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The Industry's Newest & Hottest Magazine is Now Available Worldwide! 


RETRO Videogame Magazine is dedicated to delivering timely, entertaining, 
and informative features focused on the biggest franchises and most memorable 
moments in interactive entertainment. Each issue is jam-packed with 76 pages of 

content written by industry icons and professional journalists that's designed to 
inform and entertain the global gaming masses! 


GET ONE FULL YEAR 
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Goonies Never Say Die 


You can knock a good genre down, but don’t ever count it out! 


meet the 


Mike Kennedy 
Publisher 


Thanks again to all year one sub- 
scribers and readers. We hope you 
enjoyed your first six issues and will 
be coming back for more RETRO! 


Favorite Genres: Shmups, Twitch, 
Platformers, RPGs 

Favorite Games: Resident Evil, 
Captain Goodnight, LittleBigPlanet 
Now Playing: Leisure Suit Larry, 
Critical Mass 

Favorite Adventure Moment: 
Figuring out to jump at just the 
right moment to avoid death before 
the elevator slams to the floor in the 
first puzzle of Critical Mass. 


Mark Kaminski 
Creative Director 


Considering designing the next 
issue of RETRO in Aldus Pagemaker 
to give it a true vintage vibe. 


Favorite Genres: Action, Shmups, 
Survival-horror 


Favorite Games: /wisted Metal 2, 
Life Force, Resident Evil Outbreak 2 


Now Playing: Planet of Lust, Crossy 
Road, Beyond Shadowgate 

Favorite Adventure Moment: 
Proud to say | never owned a copy 
of Myst! 


David Giltinan 
Managing Editor 


Pixels and chiptunes are the future! 


Favorite Genres: Fighting, Ac- 
tion-adventure, Point-and-click 
Favorite Games: Chrono Trigger, 
Street Fighter II, Maniac Mansion 
Now Playing: Shadow of Mordor, 
Resident Evil, Grim Fandango 
Favorite Adventure Moment: |'m 
not for animal cruelty, but microwav- 
ing Weird Ed’s hamster (then giving 
him the bits) in Maniac Mansion is 
pretty damn memorable. 
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Letter of the Month: 
Subterranean Dispatches 


Hey, 

Congratulations on a successful first year! | 
want to thank you for all the “Insane Game 
Collection” pieces you ran in 2014. Seeing other 
gamers display their collection prominently 
inspired me to get off my lazy behind to do the 
same. 


| own over 500 boxed SNES games. | started 
collecting in 2006 and now consider myself a 
retired collector/active gamer. Thank you for 
helping to inspire me to finally put it together. 


There’s nothing quite like walking into your 
game cave. In closing, as a die-hard SNES 
fanatic, | have to ask, can we see a Super 
Nintendo-themed issue at some point? Or at 
least, a retrospective on the system? 


IXeep up the great work; | look forward to 
reading more in year two. 


— Steve, webmaster of RVGFanatic.com 

P.S. — See picture attached of my collection. 
It's only a small part of my collection, and yes, 
| need to put them in alphabetical order. One 


step at a time for this lazy gamer. :P 


RETRO responds: Thanks, Steve. Sounds like 
you've got quite the collection going over there. 


=) www.readretro.com 


IF you ever get it to a place where you feel like 
sharing it, be sure to drop a line to contact@ 
readretro.com and let us Rnow. We're always 
up for featuring impressive stashes of classic 
gaming goodies! 


As for your second question, you never Rnow 
what the future holds for the pages of RETRO, 
but the idea of taking a look back at classic 
consoles (beyond the work you'll find in each 
issue from contributor Chris I<ohler, of course) is 
definitely something we can appreciate. 


Thanks again for reading, Reep up the collecting! 


Oft-Overlooked Vania 


Hello, 

In your article in the newest issue of RETRO on 
collecting Castlevania, | noticed you left out the 
Nintendo VS. System version. Probably only 
worth noting for the completionists out there, 
as it was basically the same as the NES version, 
only with the difficulty turned to 11. 


Anyway, great mag and keep it up! 
— Wes 


RETRO responds: Good catch! Certainly a blood- 
sucker for the books, Wes. VS. Castlevania 
joined a few other I<onami classics on the VS. 
System as part of a console prerelease testing 
program, with including The Goonies, Top Gun, 
and Gradius. The difficulty spike you mention 
was implemented to make the game a more 
appropriate challenge for the arcade market, but 
for series fans, putting it through its paces is a 


Welcome to RETRO Responds, where we answer 
questions from readers. If you've got a question for 
the crew, hit us up at LETTERS@READRETRO.COM 
and you might see yourself in our next issue! 


Seriously, Don't I<ill the Puppy 


| read Jeremy Parish’s article about morality 
and charity in videogames with delight, but 
with increasing astonishment as | realized 
that Ultima IV was never mentioned anywhere 
despite being one of the earliest examples of 
complex morality in videogames. 


Long before BioWare mainstreamed the Pet 
Puppy/I<ill Puppy morality meter, Ultima IV 
required you to uphold eight separate virtues by 
giving correct change to blind merchants, letting 
fleeing enemies live instead of slaughtering 
them while not fleeing from battle yourself, 
and avoiding boastful conversation responses, 
among others. 


Sure, it wasn’t very deep, but it was one of the 
earliest examples of a complex moral system in 
a game and it’s ashame that later games didn’t 
draw more from that. 


Thanks for all the effort you put into the 
magazine! 


— Brian Pitt 


RETRO responds: Thanks for that little trip down 
memory lane, Brian. The series was a definite 
pioneer in its day, and though creator Richard 
Garriott has moved on to the MMO market in 
recent years, examples like the one you just 
mentioned were a large part of why so many 
folks gravitated toward the series in the early 
days of RPG gaming. Now, if only someone 
would issue a proper reboot... 
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Feast your eyes on some amazing artwork from RETRO readers! 
Retro-gaming fanatics come from all walks of life, and as luck would have it, many of the more artistic enthusiasts in our midst often channel their love for the good 
ol’ days by crafting some amazing works dedicated to their favorite franchises. RETRO Rembrandts celebrates these pixel-pushing painters by offering an open 


gallery for their art. If you'd like to showcase your work, drop us a line at contact@readretro.com and we'll take a look! 


Pac-tastic: Artist Dan Tearle’s Vintage Game 
Art offers up a host of gaming works, pu he 
also solicits ideas from his Facebook friends a 


facebook.com/vintagegamerart 


Street 1337: The 8-Bit Artist doesn't just make awesome 
digital works like the blue bomber here, as he often takes to 


the streets and chalks out his favs, which you can see here: 


facebook.com/8BitPixelPaintings 


A Timeless Tribute: Artist Jeff Leff may never have had the chance to see the 
work he did on the unreleased Guardian for Gottlieb, but he did offer up this 


tribute to VP of Engineering Ron Waxman, nonetheless. 


Mad About Mario: Speaking 
of paintings packed with nos- 
talgia, SuperVideoGameLand's 
Anthony Bulcao has created 
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more than a few memorable 


pieces, and shows them off Kicking Canv-ass: As you can see from this rendition of Metroid's Samus, 


over at his site, supervideog- painter Renee Macleod creates some wall-worthy artwork for the fans, 


ameland.tumblr.com and you can see even more here: renee-macleod.myshopify.com 


www.readretro.com 


TECH TIPS 


In October of 1995 Sega of America released the Nomad, a portable 
version of the Sega Genesis. Featuring a D-pad, six buttons, a second 
controller port, AV out, and a 3.25-inch screen, the U.S.-exclusive 
handheld unit was capable of playing all but a handful of titles in the 
extensive Sega Genesis library. 


Fantastic in theory, the Nomad was hobbled by an early passive-ma- 
trix LCD screen that suffered from slow response time and imprecise 
pixel control, leading to washed-out images and ghosting during fast- 


3.5 inch TFT LCD (LQ035NC121 w/ board as shown) 
Sega Nomad 
Insulating tape 


DIFFICULTY * * * * * 


Please be aware that the Sega Nomad isn't 
exactly common, and once you've cut the 
original screen from the board there's no 
going back. Not that you'd want to, but still. 
The following procedure is based on the LCD 
mod created by hardware hacker Jonathan 
Wild (also known as Hailrazer). 


; While the interior spaciousness and the ease of tapping into video 
1 output makes the Nomad an ideal modding candidate, some 

!_ soldering is required. Like anything warranty-voiding, there are a 
: million ways for a mod to go wrong. Don't blow up your house. 


www.readretro.com 
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paced gameplay. Additionally, the display’s fluorescent backlight was a 
power hog with an oft-noisy inverter. Factoring in the propensity of the 
Nomad to chew through six AA batteries in a matter of hours and its 
release at the tail-end of a console cycle, it comes as no surprise that 
Sega managed to sell just one million units before finally discontinuing 


the device. 


Right, so there's your history lesson. Now let's tear this thing apart and 


make it awesome. 


: Disassemble the : 


Nomad 


? Remove the four Phillips screws on 

i the back of the case, followed by the 
: single security screw in the middle. 

: It's a tight fit to reach the screw, so 

? you'll want a bit with some length 

? to it. 


Gently pull apart the top and bottom 
: halves of the Nomad, and carefully 

: pull the ribbon cable with the blue 

? connector from the socket on the 

: video (sub) board. Set aside the back 
i half of the Nomad containing the 

! main board, we’re done with it for 

? now. 


Disconnect stuff | 

i On the lower-left side, unplug the 

: cable that runs between the sub 

: board and the small Mode/Start 

: button board. Unplug the speaker 

? connector on the lower right and the 
: backlight power connector above it. 


Pull the board 


: Remove the seven Phillips screws 

: that fasten the sub board to the case. 
: Gently lift the board from the case, 

: taking care not to lose the red power- 
! switch cover that sits between the 

: two. The stock display rests against a 


? rubber gasket and is attached to the 


: board by a green LCD cable, when 
: you lift the board the display will 


: come up as well. 


: Approach the 


point of no 


return 


i Take a deep breath and snip the 

: wide green LCD cable near where 

i it attaches to the board, separating 

the display from the board (feel free 
: to desolder it if you prefer a cleaner 
: look). Set the old display and its 

: connected bits aside. Celebrate by 

? removing and cleaning the buttons 

: and button contacts on the board. 


: Prep the new 


: display 

i In most cases, your new display will 

: have a small wire harness connected 
i to the driver board. Snip any plugs 

: from the harness, and if the wires 

i are sleeved, strip back 4-5 inches of 

: the sleeving to give yourself plenty of 
: room to work with. 


? Warning! Not all driver boards are 

? created equal, and some are friendlier 

: with the Nomad hardware than others. 
? Some may display a brief “AV” on the 

i screen at launch, others may have 

: slight rendering issues. The safest bet 


is to use a known working display/ 
board combo, and always test prior to 
installation. 


Break out the 
soldering iron 


Since you've got the Nomad open and 


the iron hot, now would be a good time i 


to reflow the three joints where the 
yellow power-input jack attaches to 


the board. Physical stress from years of 


use can weaken these joints, and they 
are a notorious point of failure (hot tip: 
If you find a Nomad that won't power 
on when plugged in, this is often the 
cause, and it's a super-easy fix). 


Left side of the 
board, ground 
and power 


Solder the display ground wire (black) 
to the leftmost of the three joints you 
just reflowed, as shown. Find the three 
joints above TP205 and solder the 
power wire (red) to the third joint from 
the left, as shown. This ensures that 
even when plugged in, the display will 
only receive power when the Nomad 
itself is switched on. 


Right side of the 
board, ground 
and video 


Solder the video ground wire (white 
or black) to either of the ground joints 
above and below TP245, as shown, 
and finally, the video wire (yellow) 
can be soldered directly to the open 


i pad (handy!) directly above the text 
i marked TP237. 


Please work 
please work 


: Slot a cartridge into the main board. 

: Place the sub board back in the case 

i and reconnect the main board by care- 
: fully plugging the ribbon cable with 

: the blue connector back into the sub 

: board. After checking to be sure metal 
: bits that aren’t supposed to be touch- 
ing aren't touching, plug in the AC 

: adapter and switch the Sega Nomad 

: on. Bask in the cool glow of SEGA. Take 
i a picture and post it to Twitter. 


‘Install display 

: To secure the display to the Nomad, 

? you have two choices. If your replace- 
: ment display is thin enough, you may 

? be able to trim the white plastic hous- 
: ing of the original screen, glue the new 
? display into it, and mount it back into 

: place as normal for a cleaner install — 
? otherwise, you'll want to hot glue the 

: new display directly to the Nomad’s 

i case, as shown here. 


? Remove the protective film from your 
: new display and position the display 

: face down within the case against the 
: rubber gasket. Carefully flip the case 

? and adjust the screen until it's posi- 

: tioned as desired (this is much easier 
? with the Nomad powered on as you 

? canuse a game for reference, butbe 
: careful). Continuing to hold the display : 
: in place, apply a generous amount of : 
? hot glue to each corner, extending over : 
: the gasket to the case itself. Holdthe 
: display in place for amoment while the : 
: hot glue sets. 
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NOMAD FACTS 


RELEASE DATE: October 1995 


TECH TIPS (il >) =p fl Yo NIATI 


CPU: Motorola 68000 16 bit processor running at 7.67 MHz 
MEMORY: 156KB total - 64 KB Main RAM, 64KB VRAM, 8KB Sound 


RAM. 20 Kb ROM 
RESOLUTION: 320 x 224 
UNITS SOLD: 1 million 


MEDIA: Sega Genesis cartridges 


ORIGINAL MSRP: $180 


: Squiggle a blob (technical term) of 

: glue over the back of the display and 
: set the LCD driver board in place on 

: top of the glue as shown, leaving a 

i gap between the display and the driv- 
: er board to help prevent shorting. 


| Speaking of 

: Shorting 

i Insulate, insulate! The last thing you 
: want to do is fry your Nomad due to 
i ashort between the driver and sub 

: boards after reassembly. Fold down 
i the driver board's ribbon cable and 

: cover the entire backside of the dis- 
i play and driver board with electrical 
i tape. 


i Put it back 
: together 


This is probably easier if you remove 


he ribbon cable with the blue con- 


nector from the sub board, but hey, 


hat's your call. Oh, and unplug the 


AC adapter. 


: Place the buttons and button pads 

: back into their slots. With the excess 
: display wire peeking out of the top 

i and the speaker connector fitting 


hrough the gap in the board, position 
he sub board in the case and it 


: should snap right into place. Tuck the 
: display wires into the gutter at the 


op and replace the red power-switch 


cover. 


? Unless you managed to reuse the 

: original display housing, replace only 
: the screws in the corners of the sub 

: board. Don’t worry, it'll be fine. Plug 

: in the speaker cable, the Mode/Start 
i cable, and reconnect the sub and 

: main boards by carefully plugging 

: in the ribbon cable with the blue 

? connector. Fold the two halves of the 
? Nomad back together and screw the 
i case shut. 


: Take a picture 
‘and 
Twitter 


Look at you, hacker!#™ 


ost it to 


: Chris Ainsworth (@driph on Twitter) is 

: a videogame designer and writer in Las 

: Vegas, Nevada. He has been an avid 

? gamer since that first satisfying click of a 
: Star Raiders cartridge into the Atari 400, 
: and blames the membrane keyboard for 

: his two-finger typing style. 


www.readretro.com 
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Thinking about buying a new pinball machine for your home? Well, are you 
sitting down? A factory-fresh, top-of-the-line, limited-edition pinball ma- 
chine can cost close to $10,000*. By comparison, right now, for just a few 
thousand more, you can buy a brand-new car**. Conversely, a fully working 
electromechanical pinball game would only set you back around $250, de- 
pending on the title. That provides for a wide range of options for features, 
themes, and cost between those two extremes when purchasing a new pin- 
ball machine. Depending on the type of game you're looking 
for, there are a variety of choices to maximize the bang for your 
buck. Below, divided by era of machine, you'll find my picks for 


some of the best values in pinball. 


Epeees teres seacecb Ha sarandsaall 

If you want something that just screams “retro,” then an elec- 
tromechanical pinball is your best bet. The distinctive bells and 
chimes of EM games can be a soothing, calm harkening back to 
a simpler time. Though the mechanics of the machine may be 
dated, the fun they provide is timeless. 


Abra Ca Dabra (1975) 

If we're talking EM, then it’s a given that we include 
a Gottlieb on the list. Gottlieb was the pre- 
mier maker of pinball machines during 
the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, and 
the classic “wedgehead” design 
made them easy to spot in an 


'y Preston Burt 
arcade lineup. Though aesthetics shouldn't be the sole deciding factor on 


purchasing a pinball machine, it sure doesn’t hurt to have an evil sorcerer 
casting spells into a giant fiery cauldron on the backglass. Before the advent 
of multilevels and ramps, taking aim at this game’s numerous drop targets 
makes for both a challenging and fun game. If you want a classic table for 
less than $500, this is it! 


Runner-up: Grand Prix (1977) 
Race your way to the checkered flag with satisfying spinner shots in this 


Steve Kordek-designed classic. 


Barly Selliet Staats 

If Gottlieb ruled the roost for EMs, then Bally absolutely dominated the shift 
to digital. Gone were the score reels and relays, these late ‘70s and early ‘80s 
games were powered by circuit boards with LED displays. While many Bally 
titles from this era such as Fathom, Centaur, and KISS are considered absolute 
classics, they can also set you back a pretty penny. However, there are plenty 
of overlooked gems to be had if you don’t mind oddball themes. 


——>HARLEM= =) Harlem Globetrotters on Tour (1979) 
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me In the late ‘70s, the Harlem Globetrotters would 

See leave the basketball court to go on-tour and 
c Bh} wound up on everything from lunch: boxes to 
y episodes of Scooby Doo, and yes, even a pinball 
machine. A current favorite among competitive 


wy pinball players, this is a game that, despitenitso» mmm 


dated theme and goofy artwork, has a lot to offer skilled and novice players alike. 
Inline drop targets provide for a satisfying step-by-step accomplishment to ad- 
*vance your bonus while triple spinners offer a chance to make a really satisfying 
shot while racking up points. However, my favorite feature on this game also 
provides for some of the worst heartbreak in pinball. You've never suffered such 
an indignity until you've been the victim of a “double flipper bitch” by letting the 
ball pass through your two upturned left flippers — causing your own demise. 
I've seen many people double over in defeat in front of this game only to get up, 
press start, and do it all over again (and again, and again...). 


Runner-up: Flash Gordon (1981) 

Queen's soundtrack to the endearingly bad sci-fi movie is 
the only thing missing from this machine. Battle the Mer- 
ciless Ming withinline drop targets, stainless steel ramps, 


a mini flipper, and beautiful Kevin O’Connor artwork. 


ELAtsS SSAA StateZr 
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Pinball in the mid-to-late ‘80s advanced to allow multileveled play, modes, bet- 
ter sound packages, and more reliable circuitry. The move to alphanumeric dis- 
plays meant even further player interaction, with flashing instructions 
and the ubiquitous ‘80s “Just Say No” anti-drug slogan. Though this 
was the period between the two booms, manufacturers had certain- 
ly hit their stride. 


Rollergames (1990) 
There's hardly a game that encapsulates the ‘80s better than 
this example. Rollergames was a very short-lived televi- 
sion show about roller derby that tried to takes its cues 
from professional wrestling. The show's lack of appeal 
probably contributed to a lack of interest in this pinball 
machine, which (good for you) has helped keep prices 
down. Theme aside, this is a solid design from pinball 
superstar Steve Ritchie (Black Knight, High Speed, AC/DC). Skate 
your way past your virtual opponents by slamming them into the wall, dropping 
them in the pit, and “cracking the whip” with magna-flip! This neon-infused time 
capsule featuring product placement for Pepsi-Cola, Thermos, 
and Slice soda was produced on the then-perfected System 
11 hardware, just before the shift to the DMD era. A magnet, 
three flippers, multiball, crossover wireforms, drop targets, and 
a ramp to an upper level of play make this Williams cheesefest 
a perfect addition to any collection. 


Runner-up: F-14 Tomcat (1987) 
“Master of Flow” Steve Ritchie delivers another hit, 
flying high off the popularity of ‘80s movie classic 
Top Gun. This game delivers quick-playing action 
and introduced the “Yagov kicker” which sends 
the ball back to the player with “blink-and-you- 


missed-it” speed. 


Ebb t—Miaatrr iss Sbismblaay CEbMIEbS 
If pinball ever had a steroid era, then this is it, because these games are juiced 
with big-time movie themes, multiple ramps and toys, and killer audio. Essen- 
tially they threw in everything except the kitchen sink. More features certainly 


translates into greater expense, but arguably even greater fun! 


"PINBALL RE ON 


Gladiators (1993) 
Let's be honest, Gladiators was probably never on anyone's “must-play” 

list. By the mid-1990s, pinball was at what some would consider the apex of the 
entire industry. Pinnacle games such as Twilight Zone, The Addams Family, and. «. 
Terminator 2 each had enough Hollywood name recognition and packed-out fea= 
tures to demand a production run of over 15,000 each. With big-budget; brand 
name titles being released left and right, it was easy to pass over this unlicensed 
futuristic fantasy game from Gottlieb. However, keeping price in mind, Gladiators 

is perhaps the most affordable DMD game around and more fun than some of 
its higher-priced and more recognizable siblings. The full-featured game from 
designer Jon Norris doesn’t pull any punches and delivers deep, mode-based 
rules while boasting four flippers, a moving ramp target, and a shaker motor, all 
with custom dot-matrix animations. Coming in at or below $1,000, this game 


could be the best value in pinball. 


Runner-up: Baywatch (1995) 

Don't hassle the Hoff in this surprising- 
ly fun game featuring the world’s only 
sharkfin flipper. Packed to the gills with 
custom speech and all the bells and 
whistles, this game has remained sur- 
prisingly affordable compared to simi- 
larly robust games. 


These titles are only the tip of the ice- 
berg! There are plenty of other options 
that didn’t make the list, which can pro- 
vide hours of entertainment without 


breaking the bank. So whether you're 
looking for retro or mod- 

ern, there's something out there for everyone. While finding the 
right game for you is easy, the hard part is limiting yourself to 


just one. 


*Jersey Jack Pinball’s “The Wizard of Oz” Emerald City LE - 
$9500 MSRP 
**2015 Nissan Versa 1.6 S - $12,815 MSRP 


Preston Burt co-hosts the Gameroom Junkies podcast, 
founded the Atlanta Pinball League, and is an orga- 

nizer for the Southern-Fried Gameroom Expo 
in Atlanta. Follow him on Twitter 
@nocashvalue80ordrop himalineat 
nocashvalue80@gmail.com. 
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by Michael Thomasson 
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Sure, you've heard of Ralph H. Baer, “The Father of 
the Home Videogame” and know that he created 
the wildly popular game Simon in the late ‘70s. You 
may be aware that he made other advancements as 
well, and perhaps even know that he was awarded 
the National Medal of Technology by President 
Bush for his “groundbreaking and pioneering 
creation, development and commercialization of 
interactive videogames” in 2006. He is (ultimately) 
responsible for so many happy hours of our lives 
spent gaming. 


That's all well and good, but Ralph was a dear 
friend of mine, and I'd like to share with you the 
man behind the machines. The man that | knew 
and loved as an everyday person, the story of how 
our paths crossed, and how | came to respect him. 


My wife JoAnn has heard me speak of Ralph Baer 
for as long as she could remember. She put me ona 
plane to cross the country to meet with Ralph at the 
2001 Classic Gaming Expo, only to be disappointed 
when he cancelled at the last minute. | was able to 
speak with his daughter, Nancy, at the show but, 
with no disrespect to her, it just wasn't the same. 


| left Las Vegas feeling disappointed. Following 
the show, the family reached out to me, and | was 
invited to visit the Baer home. We just couldn't get 
our calendars to match that summer, but a second 
invitation came during the winter, and | wasn’t 
going to miss it. 


| had the car prepped and ready to leave, when my 
wife expressed her concern about the nor’easter 
she had just seen on the Weather Channel that was 
pummeling Albany and the Berkshire Mountains. 
They were both smack dab in the middle of 
my route to Ralph's home in Manchester, New 
Hampshire, but | wasn't about to miss my chance 
to meet my hero a third time. So when | refused 
to cancel the trip, she decided to come along 
to keep me safe. With me being a southern boy 
accustomed to sunny skies, | needed her Buffalo 
born-and-bred wisdom to get me there safely. The 
eight-hour drive was rough, but we took it slow and 
eventually arrived at his humble home safe and 
sound. 


The now-defunct cable videogame network, G4, 
had just left Ralph's home a few days prior after 
recording an episode of Icons, and everything 
was still set up and on display in his home. Ralph 
and his lovely wife Dena made us feel right at 
home, and_JoAnn eagerly snatched up the Simon 
that was on the coffee table inviting her to play. 


After a nice conversation, Ralph paraded us to 
the basement, where his workshop was cleverly 
laid out behind a mock apartment setting 
complete with a number on the door, mailbox, 
flowered window box, and shutters. But behind 
the door was a quaint little room filled with every 
type of resistor, capacitor, fuse, semiconductor, 
and other electronic component that any 
respectable engineer and inventor would need. 


Oh yeah, and the Brown Box was there, too! 
Being able to play the original home videogame 
on prototype equipment with the creator of the 
hobby that has consumed my life in his own lab 
was beyond measure, enough to make my head 
explode! (This very same lab is currently being 


reconstructed in the west wing of the American 
History Museum at the Smithsonian and is slated 


to open this coming summer, so you can visit, it. 


soon, too.) 


During, the day, we played with all his old toys 
— Maniac, Amaze-A-Tron, Computer Perfection, 
Smarty Bear, Bike Max, the Atari 2600's Kid 
Vid, M.A.S.K., Talking Toys and more, including 
several prototypes that never saw an official 
release. Such spectacles as a G.l. Joe vehicle 
that would dynamically blow the hood, door, 
and tires off with a press of a button when 
they received an infrared signal or the NES that 
Ralph had rigged to register Duck Hunt hits 
with the collision of foam balls to the screen. 
JoAnn was partial to the talking Barbie vanity 
that commented on how beautiful she»looked. 


The next room was filled with Ralph's patents and 
other legal documents. It was a true treasure trove 
of videogame history. The room:adjacent to that 
contained several revisions of “Channel Let's Play” 
TV Games that evolved into what became the 
Brown Box and ultimately the first cartridge-based 
home videogame system, Magnavox's Odyssey. 


Hours later, we ventured upstairs and JoAnn 
mentioned that she had just returned from 
volunteering in Poland and visiting the atrocities 
of Auschwitz. At that point the conversation 
turned to Ralph's upbringing in Germany, how he 
was forced to quit school at the age of 14, when 
the Jews were being actively persecuted during 
the time of Hitler. He spoke of how his family had 
the rare opportunity to immigrate to America just 
prior to “The Night of Broken Glass” and how not 
all of them made it. He reminisced about his simple 
job in New York putting buttons on cosmetic 
cases and his first invention, a machine that sped 
up the process of making leather goods. He told 
us about paying $1.25 a week for correspondence 
courses to become a “genuine radiotrician” after 
reading an advertisement on the back of another 
man's magazine on the subway. While working on 
those very same radios he listened to the blitz on 
London and the invasion of Poland until he was 
drafted into the U.S. Army in 1942 and found 
himself back in Europe. Ralph became a weapons 
expert and Eisenhower sent him to Bristol to 
teach military intel to over 120,000 soldiers. 


He showed us a photo of a chateau in which 
he lived during the war. The picture had been 
painted by Winston Churchill, who enjoyed 
coming to that particular estate to paint. It was 
amazing to see a painting by Churchill, of a 
castle in France, where Ralph could point out the 
room in which he stayed during World War Il. 


Ralph shared his struggles following the war, his 
time with Wappler, Tribeca, Loral Electronics, 
and Transitron as a television engineer. Imagine 
him getting denied his first opportunity to build 
a checkers game into a television set he was 
designing in 1951! How that idea sat dormant 
in his head for almost two decades. The run- 
around he got from Teleprompter and RCA until 
Magnavox finally released the Odyssey in 1972 
with a marketing fiasco featuring ol’ blue eyes 
himself, Frank Sinatra. 


> 


Fortunately, this was not my only encounter with 
Ralph. Leonard Herman, the author of Phoenix: 
The Fall & Rise of Video Games was publishing 
Ralph's biography and | was asked to be part of 
the project, which | anxiously accepted. During 
this time, the three of us would tour the states 
displaying the first Brown Box replica hand-made 
by Ralph at trade shows and other venues such as 
Philly Classic, the Classic Gaming Expo, VGXPO, 
CinciClassic, and others. 


Over the years we became close friends and, like all 
friends, we eventually asked favors of each other. Of 
course | was honored to be a part of anything that 
Ralph dreamed up, so in 2010 when he inquired 
if | would help him finish his latest toy design, | 
jumped for joy at the opportunity. Tentatively titled, 
“My GPS,” it was a child's toy to help kids learn to 
navigate using maps. The mock toy vehicles would 
speak to the young player, directing them where to 
maneuver on the map. Several games were in the 
works with such scenarios as item delivery and the 
classic cops ‘n’ robbers chase game, to name a few. 
A deal was in the works for it to be manufactured 
and marketed by a company in Japan, but then the 
historic earthquake and resulting tsunami hit and 
wiped the company off the map. As Ralph would 
often say to me, “c’est la vie.” 


In 2011, Ralph asked me to create graphics for use in 
museum displays, and the following year he asked 
me to meet him at The Strong National Museum 
of Play, which houses the International Center 
for the History of Electronic Games (ICHEG), to 
discuss expanding his exhibits under their roof. 


Later that year, Ralph sent me a hand-crafted 
Brown Box replica of my own as a gift to thank me 
for collaborating with him. | now had the ability to 
showcase his genius and did just that regularly in my 
classroom, as | had been teaching videogame history 
and design courses for Canisius College for almost a 
decade. Since then my “greatest of gifts,” the Brown 
Box, has ventured to Fun Spot (the world’s largest 
arcade), to Syd Bolton's Personal Computer Museum 
in Canada, and become part of a lecture series 
at Buffalo Game Space, a'non-profit organization 
that is dedicated to promoting the collaboration 
of programmers, artists, musicians, and designers. 


We had many lunches at his kitchen table, shared 
dinner at the Puritan Backroom Restaurant at the 
bottom of the hill in his neighborhood, and I've 
even showered in his home and slept on the couch 
on occasion. He helped me more than | could ever 
have offered him. 


Prior to Ralph passing away, when the proverbial 
writing was on the wall, | took one last trip to 
Manchester to say my goodbyes. | spent more than 
15 hours on the road despite the fact that he only 
had enough energy to visit for about 90 minutes. It 
was worth the trip. 


Ralph spoke softly and nonchalantly, and was 
an incredibly down-to-earth man; yet he was 
full of remarkable stories and even though he is 
responsible for my favorite pastime, it is those 
stories that he shared that | will always most fondly 
remember. 


Godspeed, Ralph! I'm a better man for 
knowing you. 
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“Deal With It" Sunglasses 


MANUFACTURER: CNC Design 
URL: cnc-design.fi 
MSRP: €22.90 


Ever wanted to give someone the facts without having 
to utter a word? This Internet meme turned fashion 
statement will do just the trick! These 16-bit shades are 
perfect for letting everyone know you mean business. 
Each pair is made out of a high-quality laser-cut and 
engraved smoked acrylic, which means they can’t fold. 
Oh well, guess we'll just have to “deal with it.” 


Megatron Mega Drive 


MANUFACTURER: Takara Tomy 
URL: bigbadtoystore.com 
MSRP: $119.99 


Combine your love for retro gaming and Transformers with this 
badass novelty item. The leader of the Decepticons sports a fresh 
coat of paint as he turns into a Sega Mega Drive console. Hey, it 
makes a lot more sense than transforming into a gun. Now if only we 
could actually play that game of Sonic the Hedgehog with it. 


Racanooki Costume Hoodie 


MANUFACTURER: 80stees.com 
URL: 80stees.com 
MSRP: $50 


Ever wish you could sprout a raccoon tail and take off? Only die-hard 
fans of Super Mario Bros. 3 will know what we're talking about. Now 
you can at least pretend to take flight with this slick Racanooki Cos- 
tume Hoodie, complete with a tail that moves via drawstring. Gain 
enough speed and take flight! Then again, maybe not. 


Omega Entertainment Machine 


MANUFACTURER: Arcade Works 
URL: arcadeworks.net 
MSRP: $524 


Imagine the same games you enjoyed on that Big Red but now in the com- 
fort of your own living room. The Omega Entertainment Machine takes 
actual Neo-Geo arcade hardware and shrinks it down to console size. This 
consolized MVS features a sleek design inspired by the original Neo-Geo 
AES and provides instant access to the Neo’s high-quality library of fight- 
ers, shmups, and puzzle games. If you haven't had the pleasure of experi- 
encing 24-bit gaming at its finest, now is the time. 
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R-KAID-42 


MANUFACTURER: Love Hulten 
URL: lovehulten.com 


‘ MSRP: €3,299.00 


Mega Man E-Mug 


MANUFACTURER: Fan Gamer 
URL: fangamer.com 
MSRP: $29 


* Bring that classic arcade style with 
. you! The R-Kaid-42 (arcade for two) 
is a beautifully furnished piece made 
out of walnut that comes apart and 
can be assembled into a couple of 
working arcade joypads. You can even 
get a finish that shows off your love 
for classic titles, such as Pac-Man, 
Metroid, and Galaga. 


Much like the Blue Bomber himself, use 
this energizing mug of justice to make 
you feel ready to take on anything, 
whether it be deadly robots or payroll 
accounts. It comes with a specially 
themed coaster to seal the deal. 


NES30 Bluetooth Gamepad 


MANUFACTURER: 8Bitdo Tech HK Ltd. 
URL: nes30.com 
MSRP: $39.99 


Wish you could bring classic controls to those newer iPhone 
games? Look no further than this NES-inspired controller. Us- 
ing a wireless Bluetooth connection, this gamepad makes it 
easy to bring that old-school flavor to games on iOS, Android, 
and Windows. Now that’s handy! 


Super Mario Bros. Reversible Backpack 


MANUFACTURER: Spencers 


URL: spencersonline.com 
MSRP: $39.99 


Do the Mario on your way to school or work! This sweet-looking backpack not 
only does the job in holding your books, consoles, laptops, and various other knick- 
knacks, but it’s also reversible. It’s like two bags for the price of one! Either show 
off Mario storming after Bowser or the mustachioed plumber jumping down the 
flagpole. It’s-a deal! 


Super Mario Magic Billet Box 


MANUFACTURER: Krusen CNC Tech 
URL: magicbilletbox.com 
MSRP: $174.99 


Keep your stuff safe and show off your love for Mario with this 
item. Shaped like blocks from the popular platformer, these bil- 
let boxes are made of an aircraft-grade aluminum, and boasts a 
magnetic locking system that only the owner will know how to 
bypass. For accuracy, only store coins in it. 
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The 5 Craziest 
ideogame Puzzles 


Every videogame puzzle is a paradox: It has to be fun, but simply by existing it's brought all the fun 


to a halt. That's the kind of logical contradiction that drives computers psychopathically insane. 
And just like HAL, these puzzles tried to trap you in an inescapable situation until you died. What's 
worse, most of them come from a time before online guides. These puzzles are so opposed to 
computer logic, going online would save you from wasting time. 


Behold five puzzles that made opening the Hellraiser torture cube look like a sensible solution. 


at 


snake and thought 
right. 


\f you saw that 
“ride it,” you're crazy: And 


Ps - ; 
01 // KING'S QUEST II: UNRIDEABLE RIDING-SNAKE 


Sierra designed text-adventure games on the principle of “we paid for this dictionary, and we're going 
to use every single word in it.” Which means they ran out of “coherence” early on. In King’s Quest II 
you have to get past a deadly snake, just after finding a sword with a symbol of a snake, seemingly 
made to slaughter serpents. The problem is if you do that, you just fell for their sibilant strategy, 
suckers. 


You're meant to throw a bridle on the snake to turn it into a magical talking winged horse, the Pegasus. 
Schrodinger’s cat could meow you a better explanation of how its insane animal process works. The 
solution is so ass-backwards that fitting the bridle turns it into a horse you can't ride, and the horse 
gives you a sugar cube as a reward. (That the sugar cube immunizes you against poisonous brambles 
only helps them run down that dictionary. The only other explanation is that your language center has 
broken down under the assault and rhubarb conflation dinosaurus.) 


Even the King’s Quest Companion novel can only describe the process as a complete accident. The 
Official Book of King’s Quest “explains” that the hint is that the Pegasus sprang from the head of 
Medusa, who had snakes for hair. But the Pegasus sprang from the head after she was killed. With a 
sword. And even then the connection can only be made after you've solved the Pegasus problem. Even 
this game's official excuses require the player to be a bored and stupid time traveler. 
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02 // METAL GEAR 2: OWL TIME 


Metal Gear 2's worst puzzle was more out of place 
than Raiden in an action game. The usual stealth- 
game puzzle complexity is “use red keycards on 
red doors.” In Metal Gear 2, the keycards were 
numbered. That's not mental gymnastics, that’s 
Baby's First Book of Colors and Numbers. And even 
that baby would call bullshit on how Snake defeats 
an impenetrable laser system through ornithology. 


You find an egg in an unrelated lab defended by 
a less-impenetrable laser array. Yoshi won't be 
invented for another decade but you steal it anyway 
because, at this point, there's nothing else you can 
do. 


You keep the egg in your inventory and wait, because 
nothing feels more natural than “sitting around 
doing nothing” when you're playing a videogame, 
until it hatches into an owl. You've been told by local 
children that the camp turns off its impenetrable 
defenses at night, so ha! You were wrong, person 
who thought this elite military compound couldn't 
get worse after finding out it has local children! Who 
know its security protocols! 


Holding the owl causes it to hoot, convincing the 
guards that it’s nighttime. Don’t bother rereading 
that sentence, it won't make any more sense. The 
guards go to bed because the owl only hoots at night, 


but the owl you're holding just hooted during the 
day. Even by its own non-logic this made no sense. 
This wasn’t even a point-and-click game, where we 
expect the orgy strategy of “try to use every thing 
with every other thing.” In King’s Quest, “Use owl on 
laser fence” would have been more obvious than two 
plus two. (Which, obviously, equals rhubarbasaur.) 


Phantasmagqoria 


r4e6) =) 03 // ZORK II: MAGICAL BASEBALL 
K Zork Il was an eighties text adventure, which 
She —a',")>4.\-ie ie So='e) means its secret parser command was 
7-Vee 8 a@/mnl Wty; “Abandon reason all ye who enter here.” Its full ! i 
title was Zork II: The Wizard of Frobozz. A game ; : 
couldn't semantic sense tell breaking causality ; 5 


without to piss off more clearly. 


And with that art, you 
can see why they stuck 
with text. 


This isn’t horror, he’s just a = J 


Near the end of the game, players encounter point-and-click character 


z an “oddly-angled room” maze, which 


rewarded them by wasting as much of their 
time as possible. Mazes were common in 


~ text adventures, the solution being to use 
- 4 graph paper, a pencil, and several hours spent 
= tediously typing at a computer, because when 


we were text adventure players, those were 
some of our favorite things. But every room in 


» this maze was randomly generated. 


~ The only solution is “care about baseball.” On 


the Venn diagram of human interest in the early 


_ ‘80s, “cares about baseball” and “cares about 
, text adventures” are so far apart they looked 


like a 1:1 star chart. The player must travel 


SE, NE, NW, SW. Merely finding a wooden 


club was meant to tell you that you were on 
a baseball diamond. Being an American who 


» Cares about baseball was meant to tell you 


what those directions were. Magical faeries, 
or possibly the Pet Shop Boys, were meant to 
tell you the home plate faced west. 


_ If | see a baseball bat in a game, that’s a clue 


that the solution is “apply bat to fool's head,” 


| a strategy you'll want to use on the Infocom 


designers after a few hours in this maze. This 
puzzle was so bad, the official hint booklet 
included an apology. 


04 // SILENT HILL 3: SHAKESPEAREAN ALGEBRA 


The Silent Hill 3 bookstore puzzle is so bad, 
you'd swear videogames were defending 
themselves by training players to associate 
books with nonsensically wasted time. You 
find some Shakespearean anthology volumes 
that have fallen off a shelf, and a keypad 
barring your way. Of course the two are 
connected, because in the awful ethereal 
non-world of Silent Hill, they're the only two 
things in the room you can click on. The 
biggest problem with this 


Quick, TUN back to the 
Safe blood-soaked 
hellworiq) 


puzzle is that it isn’t a puzzle. It's a literature 
exam. A puzzle is something you can solve 
based on what they've given you. An exam 
tests your knowledge of something else you 
need to already know. 


You find a “memo,” which is more of a thesis 
on why the Silent Hill writer sucks at poetry. 
They literally had to imprison players in a 
simulated world of horrific murder to force 
hem to read it. 


“One vengeful man shed tears for two,” so 
hat could be 1 or 2. But the vengeful man is 
Hamlet, which is volume 4 of the books. So it’s 


4. Sucker! It's 8! Because screw you. It’s meant 


o be Hamlet shedding tears for two, so 4 is 
multiplied by 2, which is eight. A whole verse 
of such antisense (not mere nonsense — this 
verse removes what sense was already there) 
converts the code from 41623 to 8352. The 
ENIGMA decoder would have thrown its keys 
up and surrendered to that. This is a game 
where you could be murdered by giant insane 
cancers, but the thing players curse is “that 
damned Shakespeare.” 


searching for his keys. 


832884320/S288140 


wm StLERRA 
05 // PHANTASMAGORIA 2: WALLET AGONY 


Phantasmagoria 2 was a full-motion-video point-and- 
click game, which meant you used the clunkiest, most 
inefficient mechanism possible to achieve even the 
simplest task. You also pointed and clicked on things. 


Full-motion video was the brief adolescence where 
gaming graphics had amazing new abilities, but no idea of 
how to use them, so we spent most of it watching people 


standing around awkwardly trying to talk at each other. 
We find Phantasmagoria 2's lead standing-arounder, 
Curtis Craig, standing around in his apartment looking 
confused and doing nothing. We get the impression 
this is how he passes his days even when you're not 


controlling him. 


He notices his wallet has fallen under the couch, and 
rather than reaching underneath to get it he swears it’s 
irretrievable. Later in the game he'll cross into another 
dimension, but the underverse of his own couch is a 
realm beyond possibility. He also refuses to leave the 
house without the wallet, and is clearly resigned to 
starving to death rather than bending over. 


“You ask the impossible!” 


Thus begins the world’s most pointless rummage, where 
— in a nightmarish parallel world where you genuinely 
have nothing better to do than put up with his passive- 
aggressive bullshit — you eventually find a rat and a 
granola bar. Using them on the couch causes the rat to 
scamper in a way that walletifies you once more. When 
you're using Rat Goldberg game machines to perform a 
task the player can easily achieve in the real world, they 
call bullshit. 


The true puzzle wasn't “How do | get this wallet?”, it’s 
“Why would | keep playing?” And that was a puzzle with 
no solution. a 
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The old-school adventure game has managed to fight 


its way back from the edge of extinction in recent 
years, but for roughly a decade the genre sat at the 
desperate edge of doom — the California Condor of 
videogames. Blame changing tastes and technology if 
you like, but to some degree the adventure genre bore 
much of the blame for its own troubles. It was less 
manslaughter by neglect than suicide by contempt 
for players. 


The popular image of adventure games at the turn of 
the century came in two clichés: excessively complex 
exercises in second-guessing the developers’ 
counterintuitive “logic” process, or vapid point-and- 
click romps through pretty but ultimately empty 
environments. The former is probably best embodied 
by Gabriel Knight 3's infamous “cat hair mustache” 
puzzle (which required not only intuiting that you 
needed to use cat hair and syrup to make a fake 
mustache to use someone else's ID, but that you also 
needed to draw a mustache on that ID to justify using 
the mustache), but that sort of inanity was common 
to adventures of the era. Dark Seed, for example, was 
completely unwinnable without suffering through 
trial-and-error failed playthroughs in which you'd 
discover various untelegraphed, unknowable actions 
required to complete the game before starting over. 
On the other side, you had games derived from 
Myst, which stripped out the complexity of inventory 
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management, turning the genre into a lonely journey 
of poking at switches and throwing levers until you 
reached the end. 


But it didn’t have to be that way. All the way back 
in 1987, Lucasfilm Games (later LucasArts) showed 
the world another way. The adventure genre's third 
option. And while the industry largely ignored the 
LucasArts way to its own detriment, the modern-day 
adventure revival owes much of its existence to those 


games — games like Maniac Mansion. 


In fairness, the Maniac Mansion way of game design 
is not an easy way, in large part because its success 
rides heavily on the cleverness of LucasArts’ writing. 
Witty, warm, and subversive all at once, Maniac 
Mansion maintained a tricky balance in a genre 
where characterization unfolds largely as a result 
of your actions, and where actions have a largely 
experimental flavor. What happens if you touch 
this panel? Pick up this item? Attempt to use that 
object on this other character? The writing in Maniac 
Mansion had to convey a story, define a surprisingly 
large cast of characters, accommodate a flexible team 
of teenagers, and account for all the wacky things you 
might think to try in the course of seeing the adventure 
through to the end. LucasArts managed to capture the 
wry wit of Infocom’s seminal text adventures while 
adding lively, elastic animated characters to the mix. 


SOUP 


*y Jeremy Parish 


Much of what made Maniac Mansion so memorable 
was the simplified interface, which presented all 
possible commands onscreen. Rather than dumbing 
down the adventure genre, this engine (Scenario 
Creation Utility for Maniac Mansion, or SCUMM 
for short) simply removed the guesswork and 
blind uncertainty from the adventure experience. It 
worked in the player's benefit without removing the 
underlying complexity possible in the game design, 
making it the platonic ideal of the word “innovation.” 


The technical underpinnings of Maniac Mansion 
definitely put it heads and shoulders above its 
contemporaries, but perhaps even more essential 
was the game's relatively forgiving nature. Compared 
to its competitors — clever but ruthless adventures 
like King's Quest — Maniac Mansion was surprisingly 
slow to treat you to the game over screen. It’s not that 
Lucasfilm Games lacked fangs (ask anyone who's 
ever shown Weird Ed the results of microwaving 
a hamster), just that they didn’t adhere to the 
philosophy that a good game had to be a punishing 
one. 


Rather than providing you with countless ways to 
fail, Maniac Mansion’s designers instead poured 
more thought into creating multiple ways to win. The 
game wasn’t unloseable by any means, but failure 
was presented with a light touch and generally only 


resulted from decidedly foolhardy actions on your 


part, such as forgetting that the mansion’s swimming 
pool also doubled as the cooling system for a nuclear 
reactor. That sort of thing. 


At the time, Maniac Mansion was a tour-de-force 
of player choice. You always played as clean- 
cut protagonist Dave, but Dave alone couldn't 
complete the game. So you needed to bring along 
one of a half-dozen other characters, each of 
whom had unique skills that opened specific paths 
through the story while making others inaccessible. 
Super-nerd Bernard could science his way through 
the adventure, while punk rocker Razor could 
use her musical talents to thrash her way to an 
entirely different finale. Where you replayed 
other adventure games because their design 
inevitably led to a dead-end, unwinnable situation, 
you replayed Maniac Mansion to see if you could 
figure out how to conquer the scenario with each 


character's talents. 


Even today, Maniac Mansion feels like the gold 
standard of great game design. Sure, its visuals have 
aged pretty badly, but it remains funny, surprising, 
and creative. Most of all, it rewards you for being as 
clever as the writers. While its creators have admitted 
it wasn't completely perfect, Maniac Mansion opened 
the door to better, 
adventure game design. Every Lucasfilm/LucasArts 


smarter, more considerate 
game to follow in Maniac Mansion's wake used the 
SCUMM system (or its highly similiar successor, 
GRIME)...and, more than that, they used Maniac 
Mansion's commitment to great writing, fair design, 
and respect for the player as a guide post. 


Maniac Mansion even offered game historians a window 
into the mysterious inner workings of Nintendo at the 
height of its power: Douglas Crockford's famous “The 
Expurgation of Maniac Mansion" feature recounted in 
sometimes hilarious detail the bizarre and convoluted 
censorship imposed on NES games in order to be 
deemed fit for release in the U.S. 


While the adventure genre continued to double 
down on needlessly opaque design or total 
minimalism even after Maniac Mansion lit the way to 
better design, it nevertheless inspired its fair share of 
imitators — most of which (including Broken Sword, 
Discworld Noir, and Flight of the Amazon Queen) 
number among the most beloved adventure classics 
of the '90s. Today, the spirit of the game lives on 
through the adventure games of Telltale, Double 
Fine, and other studios inspired by (or even directly 
connected to) the golden age of LucasArts creations 
that Maniac Mansion kicked off. 


And most of all, it taught millions of children 
that abusing pets in microwave ovens is a crime 
punishable by death. * 


Jeremy Parish works as senior editor at USgamer.net, 
co-host of the Retronauts podcast, and grim overlord of 
gaming blog 2-Dimensions.com. He is also believed to 
moonlight as a masked vigilante. 
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+y Aaron Dennis-Jackson 


When 1999 came around, if you weren't 

following Prince’s advice to party, you 

may well have been playing a real-time 
strategy game (RTS). Since the release of 
Command & Conquer in 1995 popularized the 
genre to a huge extent, everyone had been trying 
to put a fresh spin or a new take on the idea, not 
only to separate it from its spiritual mother but 
also from the veritable hoards of other inspired 
works. 


Enter Relic Entertainment's Homeworld. It was an 
insanely assured product — especially considering 
that director Alex Garden was only 24 at the time 
— and while other RTS games had taken a stab a 
making themselves 3D, there was nothing as well 
done as this. See, there's 3D, with your units made 
from polygons and bases reacting in real time to 
damage, and then there's 3-Mother-Huggin’-D, 
which is space combat where your polygonal 
ships can utilize every single axis of movement 
available to them, at any time. It was a big shift 
not just for gameplay, but also for players trying 
to wrap their heads around the tactics available to 
them now that the z-axis was free from the stupid, 
stupid ground. 


Despite the concurrent rise of consoles and 
simplified user interfaces, Homeworld was not 
a game for folks unaccustomed to hotkeys and 
memorizing complex tutorials. But those who 
didn’t end up vaporizing themselves during the 
tutorial would discover an immense amount of 
sweet, sweet depth, along with an incredibly 
compelling story. Provided, again, your fleet 
wasn't reduced to space dust. 


STORY TIME! 


The first Homeworld focuses on the Kushan, a race 


constantly at war due to being completely out of 
sync with the world they live in; genetic testing 
reveals they have nothing at all in common with 
any other of the arid planet's species. The Kushan 
are exiled to the poles, amid constant warfare 
over limited space. Then, a satellite picks up on 
something buried under the desert sands; the 
people unearth a great ship, and on board are 
stone carvings that turn out to be coordinates. 
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Multiplayer 


Guiding 
your fleet through 
the galaxy was 
both intense 
and rewarding. 


True 3D design delivered 
unprecedented detail to Homeworld’s combat. 


The sensation of space was enhanced by Homeworld's 
impressive scope. 


HOMEWORLD 


“Kharak” is one; the other says, simply, “Home.” Warfare stops, and all efforts go 


toward building a Mothership to ferry 600,000 souls to their spiritual birthplace. 


Once focused on retrieving and reverse-engineering the tech found aboard the 
great craft, technology evolves rapidly and, after a century of work, the Mothership 
is complete. Karan S'jet, instrumental to the building of the Mothership, integrates 
its control systems into her nervous system. She becomes the core of the craft; 
from here on, she's known simply as “Fleet Command.” And so the journey to 


discover the true origins of the Kushan begins. 


.AND THEN A BUNCH OF STUFF HAPPENED 


Yep. There were space battles, alliances were formed, overwhelming victories 


occurred, yadda yadda yadda. The Kushan destroy the emperor of Taiidan, who 
was all “We exiled you for a reason!” and the Kushan were all “Blah, don't care, 
wanna go home!” and so they space-killed the emperor and took up residence on 
their lush new planet. But these things rarely end with “they all lived happily ever 


after,” especially if the game is a hit. 


2003's Homeworld 2 starts off with the Kushan (now the Hiigarans, but we'l 
continue to refer to them as the Kushan for the sake of clarity) still super-stoked 
to be on a planet that isn't a desolate rock, but it turns out that Makaan, a Vaygr 
warlord, is in possession of a Hyperspace Core (one of only three and sister to the 
one the Mothership in the first Homeworld used), and decides to do the conques 


thing; he soon tries to do it to our protagonist race, and things kick off for another 


go-round. A new Mothership is commissioned, this one much more badass, and 
once again Karan S'jet becomes the nervous system of the fleet. 


In the original Homeworld, you could play as either the Kushan or their exilers the 
Taiidan, and though their ships were different visually, there was really no difference 


HOMEWORLD2 ¥y 
REMASTERED 


in terms of capability. For the sequel, there is a great amount of difference between 
Kushan and Vaygr, and if you'll allow me to be scientificul for a second, the Kushan 
are “pew-pew” with their weaponry coming mostly from ion beans and such, 
while the Vagyr are more “boom-budda-boom,” with a reliance on conventional, 
explodey type armaments. 


This time around Relic somehow managed to make the game more technical, while 
also making it easier to navigate menus and so on via what must have been an 
incredible streamlining process. Ships are now upgradeable, and have subsystems 
that can be attacked individually; the battles are still mayhem, you'll still forget who 
is attacking what via which formation, and you'll still die, but the sheer beauty of 
the game (both graphically and philosophically) along with the incredible sound 
will propel you forward. Homeworld's graphics were incredible, but they’re really 
kicked up a notch here. 


OH NOES, CATACLYSMSES! 

Finally, there’s the standalone Homeworld: Cataclysm, developed by Barking Dog 
Studios and released in 2000. Set during the period between Homeworld 1 and 2, 
it's focused on the aftermath of the Emperor's death and the new struggles that 
consume the planet Hiigar. You take control of one of the smaller factions, the Kiith 
Somtaaw, as Imperial forces try to regain what's left of their headless empire. 


Battles were downgraded for this title, with the focus on more tightly orchestrated 
fights among smaller forces, both to give the game a somewhat different feel from 
its predecessor and to establish that “hey, we're just a small clan and money is 
tight, yo” feel the story demands. It's a good thing too, otherwise it would just feel 
like a reskinned version of the original, which is fair enough considering they used 
the same engine. 


Even with that, the ship upgrades, the slight improvements in graphics, and the 
edits made to units (your resource gatherers are no longer unarmed sitting ducks) 
do make this one a worthwhile addition to the Homeworld series, but the saga 
aspects are left by the wayside. With such a superb gameplay base to build on, 
really the only problem is that it's so small storywise compared to the operatic 
aspects of the original. 


Homeworld is rightfully remembered as a seminal experience by those with the 
skills to take true command of it, which made the HD rereleases less of a cash-in 
and more of a “spending time with an ex who got insanely hotter since we last met” 
thing. The fact that RTS gaming isn’t what it once was makes revisiting Homeworld 
all the more worthwhile, though you'll likely be shocked — and pleasantly surprised 
— by both the difficulty and the memories of how good a gamer you were, back in 
your “PC only” days. a 
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WONDERBOY = 
$4 


Wonder Boy was a delightful arcade romp for many a gamer, 
branching out with various home ports and, eventually, con- 
sole-only releases. Sega distributed the series but it was devel- 
oped by Escape (now Westone Bit Entertainment), and it was a 
success for both. The game spawned many sequels, but things 
went a little, well, weird. In fact, the Marvel universe timeline al- 
most makes sense by comparison. With a few different series, 
as opposed to one coherent whole, it is as frayed and tangled as 
a game series can be. But there's much gold here, so let's take a 
look back at Wonder Boy's good times. 
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JOIN US AS WE EXAMI 
FOLLY IN THIS FRAGM 


by Aaron Dennis-Jackson 


WONDER BOY 


In the beginning there was the original Won- 
der Boy, starring the titular Tom-Tom and his 
cute little blonde hairdo. It was pure run-and- 
jump fun, though it did put a few twists on 
the concept. The vitality bar was sapped by 
running into obstacles like stones, and also 
depleted over time, necessitating grabbing 
lots of food items to sustain it. This inter- 
esting mechanic kept the action moving for- 
ward, and was unusual for 1986. There was also an angel, found in 
certain eggs (the chosen style of loot container for WB) that allowed 
you to straight-up steamroll your way through any and all obstacles 
and enemies. And then there's something every ‘80s game tried to 
have: a skateboard. Wonder Boy also looked great, with its big sprites 
and bold colors, and | doubt if a single person who's played it couldn't 
hum the main tune on command. 


But then things changed up, big time. 


WONDER BOY IN MONSTER LAND 


Wonder Boy 

MR RiCedeimee =| henext entry in the series was incredibly different from 
the original. It kept the platforming — though it was 
definitely a different, more considered style of it — but 
ditched the speed and picked up some RPG elements. 
This time, our hero wielded a sword (and donned what 
appeared to be some spiffy underwear), moving through 
the land whilst stabbing enemies and talking to NPCs 
located behind the various doors scattered around each 
stage. For western players, this lead to many an encounter with “Engrish,” 
especially when it came to the bartenders that gave you information in ex- 
change for buying their product. One of these days | expect my life to be- 
come complete when | walk into a store and am greeted with “WELCOME! 
WHAT YOU WANT?” 


Like many games of the era that were all about milking cash from kids, Mon- 
ster Land was hard as hell, but lacked the replayability of the original due to 
the fact that it was much more linear, and not in a way that better allowed 
you to complete it. And as with the original, there were approximately a ba- 
jillion home ports, though the difficulty was softened considerably, and the 
translations were cleaned up and therefore rendered more understandable 
/ \ess fun. And that was the last time the series made any sense in terms of 


continuity. 


WONDER BOY 3, WONDERBOY III, AND WONDER 
BOY V: MONSTER WORLD III 


Speaking of which, let's take a bit of a look at the 
thorny issue of what comes next (and completely ig- 
nore the whole Adventure Island clone issue); Wonder 
Boy 3: Monster Lair seems to be next cab off the rank, 
and this was, in my opinion, the series’ first real low. 


It takes the nuanced platforming and adventure from 
the first two games and replaces it with autoscrolling 
stages, a projectile-spewing sword, and segments riding on a teeny flying drag- 
on. It does try to hark back to the original, with a variation on the vitality meter 
and the need to constantly collect food, but really, you could have slapped any 
name on the cabinet and no one would have said “Hey, this seems like a Wonder 
Boy ripoff!” The series had already shown it wasn't afraid to change it up, but this 
was a few steps too far. 


Next up is my personal favorite in the series, the Master System's Wonder Boy III: 
The Dragon's Trap. What made this action-RPG hybrid Cin a similar vein to Mon- 
ster Land) so compelling wasn't the story, and it wasn't really the action; it was 
the nonlinear format (what would be called a “Metroidvania” game today), and 
it was the variety of forms your avatar could assume, each with different abil- 
ities; there's Hu-Man, Lizard-Man, Mouse-Man, Piranha-Man, Lion-Man, and 
my personal fave, Hawk-Man. Each had varying abilities, and each was repre- 
sented by clear and gorgeous sprites; in fact, on the whole this game is easily 
one of the best-looking titles ever produced for the Master System. 


Finally, we have Wonder Boy in Monster World (known as Wonder Boy V: Mon- 


| ster World III in Japan), which is what we would call a reboot today, specif- 


ically of Wonder Boy in Monster Land; apart from the graphical upgrade in 


_ this Genesis title, it really brings nothing new to the series apart from the 
~ companions, and even that doesn't change things up a great deal. 


So there we have it! From cave-child Tom-Tom’s initial adventure through to 
the action-RPG hero with a variety of forms, the Wonder Boy series has split, 
refined, failed, and succeeded. Scattered though it is, there’s one hell of a 
weekend in store for anyone willing to tackle these games in sequence, and 
if you do, be sure to tell us about it! mi 
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In early 2012, word hit that Hudson Soft was closing its doors after nearly 


Bomberman, which had been kicking around since the mid-'80s heyday of the MSX. 


4O years in the videogame business. Among the biggest casualties was 


Bomberman was a long way from its 16-bit glory days when Hudson closed 
its doors in 2012 — a darker and edgier 2006 reboot was among the series’ 
missteps in its final years — but it had nevertheless managed to retain a 
devoted audience thanks to its particularly addictive brand of multiplayer. 
To lose Bomberman was to lose an indelible piece of gaming history — a 
period defined by multitaps, 10-player local multiplayer, and lots and lots of 
explosions. 


But despite its apparent demise in the west, Bomberman is still remembered as 
one of the best of the early party games and a fixture of the early 1990s, putting 
Hudson's little white robot with the pink antenna in the same company as Mario 
and Sonic. Here's how it happened, and where it is today. 


BOMBERMAN AND THE FLOATERS 


Bomberman began life a little more than 30 years ago when programmer Shinichi 


Nakamoto conceived of a maze game for the MSX in which the main character 
defended himself with bombs. 


The resulting game was a far cry from the Bomberman we know today. 
Instead of a tiny robot, the original Bomberman was a small man wearing 
overalls and a boater hat. When it was ported to the ZX Spectrum in the 
U.K., the game was dubbed Eric and the Floaters, in part because of the 
balloon-like enemies. 
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Hudson's familiar robot wouldn't make its debut until two years later, when 
Bomberman was ported to the Famicom. In an apparent bid to save money, Eric was 
replaced by one of the enemies from the Hudson-developed Famicom port of Lode 
Runner — a fact referenced in Bomberman’s quest to become human as well as the 
game's final screen, which contained the message, “Congratulations. Bomber Man 
becomes Runner. See you again in Lode Runner.” 


Many of the elements that would come to define Bomberman were in place in the 
original game, including the maze-like overhead levels and the multi-directional 
explosions. But fun as it was to try and bomb Al-controlled enemies without 
getting caught in the blast radius, the original Bomberman nevertheless lacked one 
crucial ingredient: multiplayer. 


That changed with the 1990 TurboGrafx-16 update, which could in many ways be 
considered the first “true” entry in the series. Featuring a 16-bit color palette, larger 
sprites, and more varied levels, Bomberman was an attractive and entertaining 
game for its day. But what really grabbed everyone's attention was the insanity 
that inevitably came with carefully navigating a maze to avoid your opponent's 
explosions while trying to drop bombs of your own. 


As it turned out, Bomberman’s simple but addictive formula — taking advantage of 
the maze's walls to direct your bomb’s explosion toward your opponent without 
getting hit yourself — was perfect fodder for a multiplayer game. Matches could be 
tense affairs, as players worked to take advantage of the level geometry to bait their 
opponent into making a mistake, or could end almost immediately. Either way, they 
were almost always apt to end with shouts of excitement and laughter as players 
made narrow escapes or fell into carefully constructed traps. 


BOMBERMAN § 


MSX, NES, TurboGrafx-16, PS3 
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Bomberman ultimately worked well as a single-player puzzle game — levels were 
complex and featured a variety of attractive tilesets — but the TurboGrafx-16 


| 


version and the many sequels and spin-offs proved that it was a party game . += , 
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first, and that was ultimately what helped it to remain relevant even as its peers 
struggled to adapt to the 32-bit era and beyond. 
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INTO THE NEXT GENERATION 


The onset of the 32-bit era was traumatic for many classic gaming franchises as 


BEST: WORST: 


Bomberman ‘94 Bomberman: Act Zero 
The sequel to Bomberman Worse even than “Eric 
and Bomberman ‘93 on the and the Floaters” was 
PC Engine, Bomberman ‘94 Bomberman: Act Zero — a 
was a legend in the west for darker and edgier take on the 
many years, having never famously sunny,series’set in 
been released in the U.S. a dystopian future in which 
and Europe. It was'in many robots’battle in bombed-out 
ways the culmination of cities. Derided as an uglier 
Bomberman's 16-bit run, and simpler take on the 
featuring the best graphics classic series, it tanked with 
to date and introducing fans and critics alike, and is 
kangaroo-like friends for frequently cited as one of the 
Bomberman called Rooeys. worst reboots ever. 
Bomberman ‘94 eventually 
made it to the U.S. in 2009 as c 
a Wii Virtual Console release: ‘— 


Lo oc 


they struggled to transition from 2D to 3D, but Bomberman made the leap relatively 


¥ 


easily by hewing to the formula that had served it well on the TurboGrafx-16, Super 


Nintendo, and elsewhere. In some ways, it even got better. 


Most fans remember Bomberman 64, which was a natural fit for the Nintendo 64 


with its tried-and-true multiplayer. But the series was arguably at its best on the 


Aa 


Sega Saturn, which had become a kind of safe haven for all sorts of old-school 
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games. Sporting highly attractive sprites and amusing animated cutscenes, 


= 
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Bomberman looked better than ever on the Saturn. But what really set it apart was 


es 


the fact that it could support up to 10 players — a truly fantastic number in the days 
before widespread online multiplayer on consoles. 


a 


Practically speaking, of course, Bomberman rarely reached those numbers. Doing 


so required 10 controllers, two multitaps, and a lot of friends. Nevertheless, the 
fact that it was even an option was impressive. What's more, Bomberman on the 
Saturn supported online play via direct dial on Sega's NetLink modem, giving it a i 


THE BEST OF THE OTHER BOMBERS + 


+ Rasta Bomper: Cossack a 
A Bob Marley-esque BOMBER: tes 
Bomberman wearing The Russian robot 
dreads and carrying that loves to dance. 


maracas. It is alsoa ot And. has a beard. 
vegetarian. A...robot 


vegetarian. KARAOKE 


BOMBER: Proof 
PreTTy Bomber: that even Japan 
Thélady.of the isn’t immune to 
group. Initially a caricaturing itself. 
villain, she eventually 
becomes close with 
White Bomberman. 
Also knownas “Ms. 
Flashy” and 
“Cute Pink.” 


foothold in the online space well before the Xbox or even the Dreamcast began to 
popularize online console multiplayer. The lag wasn't too bad, either. 


Unfortunately for Hudson, Bomberman's popularity slipped in the years that 


followed, moving first to handhelds such as the Game Boy Advance and Nintendo b 


Es us 


DS, then to download services such as Xbox Live Arcade. Nevertheless, a new i 
Bomberman game was released almost every year between 1990 and 2010, 
appearing on everything from handheld to mobile to the N-Gage. When Hudson 


oS oOo. 


closed their doors in 2012, they were developing a Bomberman game for the 
Nintendo 3DS, which would have kept the torch lit for another year. 


Since then, Bomberman has reemerged on iOS and Android in Japan, where it is 
being sold exclusively as a multiplayer game. Now under the control of Konami, 


ANIMAL BOMBER: 


An eco-conscious 


Cb a0 ac 


it joins a portfolio of titles that includes the phenomenally successful online game 


bomber hailing eS 
fromKenya. May be —uyieg 
related to Animal 

from The Muppets. 
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Dragon Collection. Given Konami's success in the mobile space and its struggles 


¥ 
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elsewhere, it seems unlikely to return to console anytime soon. 
dle, 

No matter what platform it's on though, Bomberman will continue to be Bomberman. 
The series has proven impervious to change over the years, its greatest strength 
being its simplicity as it has adapted to one platform after another. For that reason, 
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it's hard to imagine Bomberman dying outright, if only because the core of the 
gameplay works as well as ever. ima 
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‘NO MYTH 


| : R LEGEND IS AS TREASURED BY THE | 
~ VIDEOGAME COMMUNITY AS THE DUMPING OF ATARI GAME CARTRIDGES 
| ! “IN ALAMOGORDO, NEW MEXICO IN 1983. RETROTAKES YOU ON AN EXCLUSIVE JOURNEY 
- BEHIND THE REALITIES OF THAT DUMPING AND THE EVENTUAL UNEARTHING OF THE GAMES IN APRIL di. 
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The desert air was crisp if not dusty, the blowing wind 
hetraying the pending dust storm moving in on the horizon. 


The archeologists were busy peeling back the layers of time, hoping to beat 
an almost sure loss of visibility. As the storm hit, a member of the crew slowly 
appeared through it to stand in front of the observers. It was reminiscent of 
a scene out of the opening of Spielberg's Close Encounters. Except instead of 
returned World War II planes, these artifacts were displayed in the hands of 
Zak Penn, who was wielding the objects like Moses using his staff to part the 


Red Sea. The artifacts of interest? Packages of Atari cartridges. ¢ 


Yes, this desert locale was a city landfill and these archeologists were digging 
through layers of garbage to find long-lost videogames. Add to that they were 
all there doing it for a Zak Pehn-helmed documentary as mobs of people 
and media watched, and you have what appears to the uninitiated as an odd 
spectacle. 


But even those familiar with the legend of the dumped cartridges were often 
confused by the numerous myths that sprung up over the years. In fact, 
even after the documentary aired in November 2014 as Atari: Game Over (a 
production of Microsoft's now-closed Xbox Entertainment Studios), many of 
these tales still frustratingly survive.in the media and public consciousness. 


Now, for the first time, and accompanied by accounts of the dig from some 
of the key players, the full truth of the dumping in Alamogordo will be told. 
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Our journey back to where it all began centers around one key individual. No, 
not E.T. developer Howard Scott Warshaw, but Jim Heller. You see, Jim was the 


one responsible for dumping all the equipment at Alamogordo back in 1983. 
Growing up in the San Francisco Bay Area, Jim’s first job was at IBM's SanJose 


‘manufacturing plant in the early ‘60s, before getting a two-year certificate 


in electronics from Seattle Community College in 1967. After a short stint in 
Dallas with Texas Instruments and a slew of other tech manufacturing jobs 
through the early ‘70s, in 1976 he found himself being invited to work at Atari. 


The invitation came via a former co-worker at a Palo Alto a called 
Coherent Radiation, Loren Schoof. “At Coherent Radiation | met and worked 
with Loren Schoof,-and they were looking like they were going to go under. 
So | left and so did Loren, and two-months later Loren called me and he was 
running the (consumer) manufacturing part of Atari,” says Jim. 


Two weeks later, in September 1976, Jim found himself as the test supervisor 
at the Consumer Manufacturing building located at 1196 Borregas. He was 
smack in the middle of the golden period of home Pong machines. But in 
manufacturing, things weren't always so blessed. . : 


“When | started work, Atari had a stack of asieclive Pong PCBs that exceeded 
135,000 units. My group worked through these in about six months to a year. 
In the early stages of Atari, many of our line technicians had no formal training. 
Two technicians shared a single HP465. The scopes were left on auto-run. 
Each tech used a separate channel and looked for a blob on the screen, as the 


scopes could not be synced on a given signal. As time progressed, | was able 


to hiré qualified technicians with military or tech-school training.” ~ 


Jim also found himself helping out on the manufacturing line, much to the 
dismay of some of the workers. “On the Pong assembly line, Atari had six 
people inserting the main integrated circuit into the PCB during final assembly. 
When | would get bored, | would take a position in front of these six people and 
start inserting ICs, then hear that | was working‘too fast as they had nothing to 
do. Whenever employees would complain about the amount of work they had 
to do, | would just sit down and quietly show them that | could do two-three 
times as many operations. Complaining usually stopped.” 


By the early summer of 1977, focus shifted to manufacturing of Atari's banner 
consumer product, the Video Computer System. Stationed at the new final 
assembly plant at 1215 Borregas, Jim noted the manufacturing was anything 
but smooth, and initially included having to put together and test the consoles 
without the main ICs in place. 


“We couldn't get enough processors, so we had to run the machines down the 
line anyways. We had Special fixtures made with the ICs that were in short 
supply built into them. The tech just placed the board on the fixture and tested 
the game. We installed sockets so the missing-ICs could just be inserted into 


‘the board. No soldering required. The 2600s had quite a few problems with 


the PCBs. 10-15% of the PCBs were under etched, leaving almost microscopic 
shorts between traces. The shorts could be cleared with a trouble light. There 
were numerous solder bridges missed by the people on the linastationed right 
behind the wave flow. machine.” BS 


Within the year, Jim transformed from jeans and a shirt to a suit and tie 
as Loren Schoof was promoted to VP of Consumer Division operations, 
leaving Jim as operations manager. His duties now included overseeing all 
Consumer Manufacturing, Test Engineering, Manufacturing Engineering, and 
Special Projects (i.e. research on manufacturing some of Atari’s products in 
development, such as the upcoming computer line). It also had him flying all 
around-to help set up new manufacturing plants in places like El Paso, Texas 
and Hong Kong. 
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Sandy Huner of Amsterdam, Netherlands was one of the lucky people to 
bid and win a recovered game that the city of Alamogordo put on eBay. We 
checked in with him to ask what it meant to get an iconic part of history. 


RETRO: Tell us a bit about your background: how you got started in collecting and how long, what 
you specialize in, etc. 


SANDY HUNER: The Atari 2600 was my first console as a kid back in the eighties; | saved for at least 
six months so | could get it. 20 years ago | found my 2600 plus around 20 cartridges while rummaging 
through my stuff at my parents’ house, and fell in love with the system again. | immediately resumed 
collecting for the system, heading out to flea markets and getting the U.S.-only editions through trades 
and eBay. Within a few years my collection was up to 1000+ carts. 


RETRO: Did you follow the dig when it was occurring? 


HUNER: | have been following all the speculations on the landfill for years, so when the dig was 
announced, | followed it closely, hoping they would find the carts. And they did. 


RETRO: Why did you want to acquire one of the auctioned dig cartridges? 


HUNER: With this being such a great Atari story ending the golden age of videogames, any serious Atari 
collection should have one. | really wanted to buy an E.T. cartridge but with prices going sky-high | had 
to settle for Missile Command. Since we moved house my collection has been in storage as there is no 
display room, so | guess | will frame the landfill cartridge and display that instead. 


RETRO: What does the whole burial and dig series of events mean to you? 


HUNER: | think it's a great initiative, and I'm hoping they will release a DVD to accompany my cartridge. 
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By 1979, Schoof and one other management 
member had quit Atari, which Jim claims was 
because they were hit on by new CEO Ray Kassar, 
leaving him reporting to Schoof's replacement 
Paul Malloy. Getting bored, he started spending 
more and more time at the El Paso, TX plant where 
the 2600's games were being manufactured on 
Beacon Street, and.soon began directly overseeing 
operations at the plant and commuting from 
Sunnyvale to El Paso. “Sometimes | was there for a 
week, sometimes for two weeks. | actually ran the 
assembly operation down there for a while back 
when it was non-automated.” 


It was in El Paso that the roots were laid for the 
event which would forever link Jim to an iconic 


moment in videogame history. 


From Under to Over 


1981 turned out to be a watershed year for Atari. 
The company’s rapid growth and success saw 
it entered into three separate industries: coin, 
consumer, and computer. 


Coin had been its traditional roots, where the entire 
company began. Starting in 1979 — thanks to 
Taito/Midway's Space Invaders and the subsequent 
golden-age games of that period — there had been 
an explosion in demand for video coin-ops by non- 
traditional operators such as gas stations, doctor's 
offices, department stores, etc. 


Consumer itself had started as a side project for 
Home Pong and had grown into its own division 
by the time of the VCS. The foray generated large 
losses for the company in 1978, helping to. cause 
Nolan Bushnell's departure and install Ray Kassar as 
head of Atari with a mandate to make the Consumer 
Division and its performance strong again. A 
licensing of Space Invaders for the VCS would do 
just that. The success of that game seemingly put 
Atari at the forefront of an explosion of videogames 
in the consumer electronics industry (and made the 
Consumer Division and its operations the golden 
child of Atari Inc. in the eyes of Warner). 


You see, like coin, the consumer industry had also 
gone through tremendous growth since the late 
‘70s, expanding beyond traditional locations like 
toy stores and major retailers into dnyone that 
carried consumer, electronics of any type. Atari 
had gone from $6 million in profits on almost $200 
million in sales during “79 to $80 million in profits 
based on $415 million of sales in 1980, going from 
contributing 2.8% of Warner's profits in ‘79 to 31% 
in ‘80. That growth was primarily driven by Atari's 
Consumer Division, which had grown_from sales 
of $80 million in 1979 to $250 million in 1980, a 
rise of almost 212%. Both Atari's and its Consumer 
Division's earnings were expected to double by the 
end of 1981. 
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By the end of the second quarter of 1981 Warner was already reporting a 
47% increase in second-quarter earnings even while its traditional divisions 
like Record and Music Publishing (Warner Bros., Elektra, and Atlantic) 
recorded major losses. Why? The increase was chiefly driven by Warner's 
consumer electronics and toys division, i.e. Atari. It was clear 1981 had 
exploded for Atari, its competitors, and for videogames overall across coin, 
consumer, and computer. 


But this expldsion of consumer demand turned out to be more than Atari 
was prepared for. In fact, it was more than all the companies creating 
product were prepared for, as all were overwhelmed in the onslaught of 
new retailers and sizeable orders leading to a massive shortage of product 
for the second half of the year. Atari had sold out of VCS units in March, and 
put a halt on all new products until after Christmas, when it expected to 
expand production. Both Mattel and Magnavox tripled production of their 
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systems and were still falling short of fulfilling orders for the Christmas 
season. Organized crime was actually getting involved hijacking delivery 
trucks, and even retailers were stealing extra product from shipping docks 
at Atari's distribution warehouses 


Atari took on $1.23 billion in sales with $287 million in profits, over half of 
which came from the Consumer Division. Even competitors in the home 
arena like Mattel with their Intellivision would take in $250 million in sales 
by year's end. But it was Atari's next step that got them in trouble and would 
send the consumer_videogame industry into a nosedive: They talked retailers 


into placing large orders to cover the entire year of 1982 in one fell swoop, in * 


order to beat any potential shortages. Part of it was driven by actual potential 
demand, but a good portion of it was driven by.greed and the demands to 
not only keep feeding the large sales bonuses Atari’s marketing people got for 
2600 game sales, but Warner's stock value as well. 


é crushed games. 
Alamogordo, 1983 
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the year before it had essentially beensa monopoly, and now there were 
hundreds of new entrants. By this time, Warner was almost a game 
stock.” 


It was the nightmare logistics scenario that some in Warner's other 
divisions (such as music) had been warning would happen. They had 
been urging Warner to have Atari adopt the same manufacturing and 
tracking practices as the music industry. It fell on deaf ears because 
Warner Communications couldn’t see their cash cow declining. 
. Warner management became aware of it not long after, and the 
response from both companies was to try and keep it hidden and 
play games by changing report dates and extending their 4th quarter. 


Then Warner and Atari couldn't hide what was happening any 
longer, and on December 7th they announced their earnings had 
been lower than projected. Atari was 80% of the consumer industry 
at that time, and_when something that large announces earnings 
problems (especially when analysts had been predicting this was 
all a bubble ready to burst) you're going to hurt everyone, and 
. shockwaves immediately went through the rest of the consumer 
industry. The entire month of December was a downward 
rollercoaster for those that were publicly traded. By January ‘83 
the layoffs began and throughout the rest of the year, companies that had 
just opened the year before started shuttering. And that's when Atari started 


Jim Heller was killing time in El Paso when the mound of manufacturing 


destroying and burying product. 


= orders started coming in. As he explained, the first three months of the new ‘ 


year was traditionally downtime for manufacturing, but it turned out to be the 5 
busiest ever as 1982 came around. Atari's reported sales shot through the The Burials 


roof (as did Warner's stock value) withreports of about $2 billion in sales and. 
$323.3 million in profits. : Jim had switched over to run Remanufacturing during 1982. Located on 
Caribbean Drive in Sunnyvale and originally part of customer Service (or 


There was only one problem: Atari used their sell-in numbers to report their 


quarterly earnings and overall projected earnings for the year. (“Sell in” is the customer circus” as Jim puts it), their job was to take in claimed defective 


number$ of units.shipped to retail: “sell through” is the number of units sold merchandise’from retailers and individuals and remanufacture (repair) them 


to consumers.) The problem with doing that is it’s not based off of any real fQuiesie: > ‘ 
tracking of the actual market/ If something should happen...say a slump in By spring 1983, Jim got word from above that he should destroy the 
product demand...a company like Atari could get in real trouble. Especially if | 130,000 consoles that had been piling up. Those in turn were destroyed 
they also had a product buyback program in place for old andunsoldstock,as by a 1500-horsepower hammer mill in San Jose, owned by Markovits and 
Atari did in this instance. . Fox (a metals recycler). Then in late spring he was told he'd be receiving 
As David Schreiber, who was in videogame retail at the time recently large quantities of unsold merchandise from distributors that would need 
explained in the Atari*VMuseum group on Facebook: “When we sold Atari and pepructign ap well 
other [types of videogames] you could “stock balance”; get a-credit [from David Schreiber provides the context from the retail side of things: “Back 
the manufacturer, for unsold merchandise] and buy more stuff that would then, stores would take back pretty much anything anytime so there was a 
actually sell. If was great, as you could take chances on lesser titles and if it ton of crap being returned by stores and individuals, especially with the panic 
did not sell just return it. Unlike today's distribution where it’s the hot potato —_ of the crash (or at least the crash in the news). We had two fulltime people 
= method, after-you buy whatever stock you want it’s yours forever;no returns _ just handling returns. By the way, less than 10% were actually bad; they just 


, NS 
or price adjustments. That's a big reason we got out of videogames.” = couldn't be resold as new.” 


By the beginning of the summer of 1982, just around the time.when E.T. was —_ Jim adds, “In early summer of 1983 | was told that my operation would be 
being negotiated, executives at Atari were finding themselves in a peculiar” closed and moved to El Paso, TX at the automated new cartridge facility 
situation. Distribution warehouses around the country were flush with stock on Pellicano Drive. All trucks were diverted to El Paso and my facility was 
from canceled orders from retailers and from lack of projected reorders. What —_ dismantled and all benches, test equipment, and conveyor systems were sent 
caused it? A slump in demand that nobody saw coming, combined with — to El Paso. Then’in August of 1983 | was assigned to El Paso as an advisor for 
heavily increased competition hitting the home market. : the receiving process and provided corporate housing, and commuted to El 
= Paso weekly. All returned Atari cartridges were sent back to San Jose, CA for 


Gordon Crawford from Capitol Group (major investors in both Warner and 


Atari and responsible for helping bring the two together) saw iticoming: “At destruction. Atari became very popular with the local truckers, as all freight 


‘Relentian les? Consumer RRS ROM ICRC OMrct A PacrOu SOM rou et at that time was inbound to the El Paso area with nothing returning. Atari got 


video hardware systems and about 50 new software companies — all the ee BOON Ae Oh elena esse i>. 
warning lights went on for.me. Then”, at the June CES show, it was worse! On September 19th, 1983 Jim got word that shipping the cartridges to San 


There were about 200 new software companies. This was a business that ~ Jose was getting too expensive and to try and find a different method of 
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destroying the returns. Going to an El Paso landfill, Jim was spooked after seeing 
packs of scavengers digging through it. The next day, a woman in purchasing at 
El Paso suggested looking at Alamogordo, NM because of their anti-scavenging 
laws. After checking it out and being assured scavenging was not allowed and 
the merchandise would be properly. bulldozed and covered in dirt, fihancial 
arrangements were made. Over the 22nd through the 24th, 12 truckloads of 
game cartridges for both the 2600 and 5200 systems (around 748,000 in total) 
and console and computer systems themselves were delivered to Alamogordo. 
The majority of it was new-in-box merchandise returned from stores along with 
a small amount of items accumulated in the El Paso warehouse. 


The trucks couldn't get close to the actual pit, so they had to park a distance 
away and have the pallets manually unloaded and moved for disposal in the pit. 
During that process, local teens started raiding the trucks and stealing games to 
resell, eventually being arrested by police. 


As Jim recalls, "When | got to work.on Monday morning, the.telephone 
switchboard was very active with news reporters wanting to know why Atari 
was dumping good material and that local kids in Alamogordo had been 
arrested. Not knowing exactly what to do, | decided to have six truckloads of 
concrete delivered to the Alamogordo landfill, and have the games buried under 
a layer of concrete. Any further deliveries of Atari games were to be stopped.” 


When asked why he feels the dumping garnered a large amount of national 
and international press coverage ahd the other disposals did not, Jim stated 
he felt it was because of the coverage from the local reporter at Alamogordo’s 
newspaper being picked up by the major media along with the timing of the 
financial problems in Atari and the greater industry. 


Jim returned to Sunnyvale on the 29th and was laid off on the 30th, walking 
away never. to think about it again. In the interim, the dumping captured-the 
imaginations of gamers everywhere as it morphed into a mass dumping of 
millions of ET. game cartridges (which itself had wrongly been blamed for 
everything from bringing down-Atari to crashing the consumer industry) and 
even burials of prototypes (which also never happened). 


In the spring of 2013, Jim read a Yahoo! News article about Fuel Entertainment 
being granted permission to excavate the Alamogordo landfill, now being 
called the “ET. Dump.” Contacting Fuel in early June, he supplied them with 
photographs of the dumping that he had taken along with documentation and 
the full story of what he had dumped. Over the rest of the year he helped Fuel, 
Lightbox, and local Alamogordo historian Joe Lewandowski locate the original 
dump Uim's photos can be seen inthe paperwork held by Joe in the resultant 
Atari: Game Over documentary), and on April 24th of 2014 he joined the crew 
there for the dig, along with ex-Atari employees Howard Scott Warshaw and 
Jerry Jessop. 


The fact that he was there and had shown them exactly what he had buried was 
not shared with the rest of the crew, nor the archeologists leading the dig. This 
tidbit was also excluded from the documentary, most likely because it would 
spoil the entire film. (I'm told by director Zak Penn that Jim appears in the extras 
package that's only available-on the Xbox as a separate download.) 


The crew wound up digging up about 1,377 games consisting of over 60 game 
titles for the Atari 2600-and 5200 game systems — many popular titles 
were in the mix — all located just outside the concrete cap. Jim explained the 
uncovered portion by stating, “| didn't know how much concrete | would need, 
and consequently was about three truckloads short.” 


Seven months later, 100 of the games would go on auction and net $37,000 
for the city of Alamogordo based on the soon-to-be-dispelled lore of the 
games that had been buried in 1983...but it was just another day on the job 
for Jim Heller. FH 
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‘Michael J. Mika (head of development at Other Ocean Group) and 
_ Ernest Cline (of Ready Player One fame) were on hand to observe and 
assist at the’dig. The two were also lucky enough to take some of the 
first recovered games to try and get them to work in their decaying state. 


RETRO: How did you get involved with the dig? 


? i ; 
MICHAEL J. MIKA: My friend Gary Whitta recommended me to Zak, | 
think. I've Known Gary for a while and he’s now a screenwriter like Zak and 
‘| think they crossed paths. 


RETRO: What did you do while waiting around the site before they 
recovered anything? 


MIKA: | spent most of the day talking to people and hanging out with my 
friends, Ernie Cline, Andrew Ayre, Jerry Jessop, and Howard and his wife 
— we were all just geeking out all day. We spent a lot of time with the 
Mayor and many of the city employees, all of whom were “dig children” 
who benefited from the initial dumping of the games. 


RETRO: How were you chosen to be the one to test out some of the 
recovered carts? Who else was with you and why? 


MIKA: Ernie and | kept saying “| wonder if they work?” So Zak grabbed a 
stack and said they had some equipment. That was a huge revelation, so 
we hunkered down in one of the trailers. Problem was we didn't really have 
any tools. The production team ran to town and found a cheap soldering 
iron and the camera man rejiggered his camera rig to be a makeshift 
soldering board-mount. We were against the clock. The city wanted every 
copy of the games to be rounded up. At one point, Ernie hulked out on a 
cartridge and tore it open, and pulled the EEPROM off of the board. As 
they were rounding up the games, we managed to see, ironically, the 
screen come on for a brief moment, and it was E.T. in a pit, and then it died. 


RETRO: Favorite and worst memories of the day? 


MIKA: My favorite memory of the day was just as the sandstorm started, 

| was hanging around with all these friends — people I've known for years, 

watching the diggers work, and realizing | was in the middle of the desert 

digging up Atari games. It felt like what | was put on this planet to do. 

The worst memory was later that night when | spent an hour hacking up 
_ + landfill dirt. My lungs were filled with it. | thought | was going to die. 
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AFTER DECADES OF STRUGGLE, ADVENTURE 
GAMING 1S FINALLY BACK ON TRACK. 


»y Matt Barton 


The point-and-click design is simple yet effective, and well suited to mouse-equipped PCs. It’s driven some of the 
best games ever made for DOS and Windows, including such beloved titles as Sierra's King’s Quest and Gabriel 
Knight series, Lucasfilm Games’ The Secret of Monkey Island and Sam & Max Hit the Road, Funcom’s The Longest 
Journey, and Microids’ Syberia. A wide demographic played these and other point-and-click adventures; there 
really was something for everyone, regardless of their age, gender, or reflexes. These games let players enjoy 
participating in great stories, interacting with fun and memorable characters, and solving clever, if occasionally 
maddening, logic puzzles. 
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Above: Enchanted Scepters is an early point-and-click adventure game, released in 1984. 


The first point-and-click adventure is hard to pin down. It really depends 
on whether we make mouse control a defining factor. According to 
Wikipedia, the honor should go to a Japanese game for the FM-7 computer 
called Planet Mephius, published in 1983 by T&E Soft. Wingman, another 
Japanese-only title, was published for the NEC PC-8801 the following 
year. In both games, the cursor (rather than a mouse pointer) can interact 
with objects on the screen. 


The first mouse-driven point-and-click adventure is probably Silicon Beach 
Software's Enchanted Scepters, a 1984 game for the Apple Macintosh. It 
was an interesting combination of text and graphic adventure; one window 
held textual descriptions of the room, but the other showed a depiction 
of the room and objects that could be clicked on with the mouse. Some 
commands had to be typed, however, and simple RPG elements made it 
more of a hybrid than a pure adventure game. If you haven't heard of this 
game before, don’t worry — it was only released for the Mac. One cool 
thing about this game, though, is that the company released its engine, 
World Builder, as a separate product in 1986, and aspiring authors used 
it to make dozens of games. You can download and play Fred Rogers: 
Terrorist, Mormonoids of the Deep and many others at macintoshgarden. 
org/games/world-builder. 


AN ICOM-IC ARRIVAL 


g The first point-and-click | ever 
played was ICOM Simulations’ 
Déja Vu: A Nightmare Comes True, a 
film noir-inspired game published 
in 1985 for Mac and later ported 
to a variety of systems, including 
Apple llgs, DOS, Atari ST, and the 
Commodore Amiga, on which 
| played it. ICOM Simulations followed up this hit with several other 
classics, including the fantasy-themed Shadowgate and horror-themed 
Uninvited in 1987. These remain some of my favorite games, and | still 
remember the fun | had as a kid playing blackjack in Déja Vu II and trying 


to grab one more piece of loot before the dragon fried me into a crispy 
critter in Shadowgate. 


Unlike most of their competition, |COM's adventures used a GUI similar 
to the windows and icons interface of the Mac or Amiga’s Workbench. 
ICOM designer Dave Marsh said that was intentional: “Our windows 
looked like something you'd see right off the desktop, but it was so new 
and different that a lot of people enjoyed it.” 


The company’s next ventures, 
Sherlock Holmes: Consulting 
Detective (1991) and Dracula 
Unleashed (1993), were FMV 
titles utilizing the then-nascent 
CD-ROM technology. However, 
they're probably best known 
for the NES port of Shadowgate 

sublished in 1989 by Kemco/Seika. According to Marsh, ICOM was 
skeptical that their interface would work on the console, but the Japanese 
company persisted, eventually showing them an excellent prototype. 
Marsh attributes its success to its uniqueness: “It was really different than 
the side-scrolling games that were out there at the time.” Marsh jokes 
that two out of every three fan emails he receives praise him for the NES 
version, especially its catchy music, neither of which he had anything to 
do with. 


Marsh formed Zojoi in 2012 and acquired the rights to ICOM Simulations’ 
titles. So far, they've released an updated version of Shadowgate and 
are now working on an enhanced version of Sherlock Holmes: Consulting 
Detective. 


SIERRA’S TURN 


Sierra On-Line, known originally as On-Line 
Systems, published the first graphical adventure 
game in 1980 for the Apple Il. Its interface and 
artwork may look crude today, but it was arguably 
a giant leap forward from the text-only alternatives 
from Infocom. Its designer, Roberta Williams, 
continued refining the interface with her husband Ken Williams, founder 
of the company. Despite the innovations introduced by Mystery House 
and later “Hi-Res Adventures,” they owed much of their success to an off- 
color text game by Chuck Benton called Softporn Adventure. Indeed, the 
Williamses said that this single title (whose box sported a naked Roberta 
in a hot tub!) doubled the sales of their other games, since game stores 
preferred buying multiple titles from each publisher. Incidentally, Al Lowe 
would base his infamous Leisure Suit Larry series on Softporn Adventure. 


The first big graphical adventure game for Sierra was King’s Quest, which 
debuted as an exclusive title for the short-lived IBM PCjr platform. 
Thankfully it was subsequently ported and released for other platforms, 
and soon Graham and the magical kingdom of Daventry were household 
names among PC gamers. Known largely for their mythical fairy- 
tale themes, sardonic humor (including countless grisly ways for the 
character to die), and unforgiving puzzles, King’s Quest would remain 
a PC-gaming staple until well into the ‘90s. Sierra brought on other 
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designers to better leverage the 
engine they'd developed for King’s 
Quest, resulting in Mark Crowe 
and Scott Murphy's Space Quest, 
Jim Walls’ Police Quest, Lori Ann 
Cole's Hero's Quest (later Quest for 
Glory), and the aforementioned 
Leisure Suit Larry. All of these games 
sold remarkably well and helped 
establish the graphical adventure 
game as a cornerstone of the 
computer games industry. 


— However, it wasn’t until the 
publication of King’s Quest V: Absence Makes the Heart Go Yonder! in 1990 
that Sierra could boast of a true point-and-click interface. Hitherto, the 
games had relied on keyboard controls and a text parser. To make this 
game, Sierra developed a new engine called the Sierra Creative Interpreter, 
which could take advantage of mice, icons, and 256-color graphics. It won 
numerous awards and high praise from Computer Gaming World: “By using 
digitized paintings, [a] parserless interface, the exceptional musical talent 
at Sierra and her own unique blend of fairy-tale-based puzzles, Roberta 
has created perhaps the crowning glory of her King’s Quest series.” A 
later “talkie” version for CD-ROM introduced voice acting to the mix 
— specifically, the talents of Sierra’s own untrained office staff. With 
the exception of Josh Mandel, who'd had some theater experience, the 
results were unimpressive. 


Above: This 1990 King’s Quest remake used Sierra's Creative Interpreter. 


Mandel produced a reboot of the first King’s Quest, in which he not only 
updated the graphics and interface, but some of the puzzles’ solutions as 
well. | asked him about the challenges he faced in making this transition: 
“It was tortuous. Every designer at Sierra, including me, had been brought 
up using the parser interface, which allowed us to create any type of 
puzzle we could imagine. Now we were reduced from using an entire 
dictionary's worth of verbs, to four or five. It was difficult and painful for 
every designer to adjust their thinking to come up with ways to present, 
at least, an illusion of the old flexibility. | felt like my arms and legs were 
cut off.” Despite Mandel and others’ misgivings about the new format, the 
point-and-click interface quickly became the industry standard. 
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In 1993, Sierra published Gabriel Knight: Sins of the Fathers, a supernatural 
detective game designed by Jane Jensen. Noted for its mature tone and 
emphasis on characters and dialogue, it attracted new fans to a genre 
dominated by juvenile themes and graphics. 
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Above: It wasn't a looker, but Maniac Mansion was revolutionary. 


LUCASFILM GAMES ENTERS 
THE MIX 


Lucasfilm Games’ first foray into the adventure-game market came in 
1986, when it published Labyrinth: The Computer Game. Lucasfilm Games 
had been founded in 1982 as a videogame wing of George Lucas’ film 
production company, and was thus able to leverage the tremendous 
popularity of hit movies like Labyrinth and later Indiana Jones for its 
adventure-game series. 


Labyrinth enjoyed the contributions of celebrated author Douglas Adams 
of Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy fame. Unfortunately, one of Adams’ 
wildest ideas, which got implemented into the game, was to open it as 
a text adventure — a move similar to the black-and-white opening of the 
classic film Wizard of Oz. Designer David Fox later regretted this decision, 
noting that “we advertised this as a graphics adventure, and | wonder how 
many people bought the game and gave up...They might have stopped 
before they got to [the graphics]. It sounded really fun, but it wasn't.” 


The adventure that really put Lucasfilm Games on the map was Maniac 
Mansion, released in 1987 for the Commodore 64, and ported later to a 
variety of platforms including the NES. Designed by Ron Gilbert and Gary 
Winnick, Maniac Mansion was significantly less difficult than King’s Quest, 
but that’s more to do with its streamlined interface and more forgiving 
nature than dumbed-down puzzles. Instead of the text-based parser of 
the original King’s Quest, you simply choose among 12 verb commands, 
neatly printed at the bottom of the screen. 


The campy sci-fi/horror plot has you controlling a variety of characters 
through a mansion reminiscent of The Rocky Horror Picture Show (but 
actually inspired by the Main House at George Lucas’ Skywalker 
Ranch). It introduces tropes that routinely show up in the later Lucasfilm 
adventure games, such as Chuck the Plant and tentacle-waving aliens. 
It also contains one of the most infamous scenes in all of adventure 
games — | won't spoil it for you here, but it involves a microwave and a 


hamster. Later versions of the game made significant modifications, some 
welcome (George “The Fat Man” Sanger contributed to the soundtrack of 
the NES version), but others not so much (especially Nintendo's stringent 
censorship). 


Gilbert's design philosophy differed sharply from his contemporaries, 
views he made clear in a scathing 1989 article called “Why Adventure 
Games Suck and What We Can Do About It.” According to Gilbert, too 
many adventure games were ruined by bad puzzles, which served more 
to frustrate or distract players from what was really important: the story. 
Gilbert still maintains that, “Puzzle solving and storytelling can get in the 
way of each other if the puzzles are not serving the story. If the puzzle 
exists simply to slow the player down and doesn't help build the character, 
world, or story, then it has no place in the game. Adventure games where 
the puzzles just seem to be random stuff thrown in drive me crazy. | want 
the puzzle to tell me something.” 


Although we can see Gilbert's ideas at work in Maniac Mansion, they 
really reached fruition in The Secret of Monkey Island. Released in 1990, this 
game brought the point-and-click adventure to a new height, with superb 
music (composed by Michael Land), an unforgettable cast of characters 
(Guybrush Threepwood and LeChuck the pirate are my favorites), and 
terrific artwork. What really sets the game apart, however, is the well- 
paced narrative and hilarious, often self-deprecating and self-referential 
scenarios, which soon became a trademark of the company. 


Look at Push 


Talkto Pull 


You've got nine verbs. Go get ‘em, kid. 


clase 


Unfortunately for Lucasfilm, despite the critical success of Monkey Island 
and later hits, they were never able to top Sierra's adventure games in the 
American market. According to Fox, “[Sierra] had the market share. We 
felt like they were our competitors, but they probably didn’t even know 
we existed. We looked at their games, took them apart, and talked a lot 
about what we liked and didn't like about them...We didn't have their 
competition in Europe, so our games were a lot more popular there.” 


Another Lucasfilm designer, Noah Falstein, echoed similar sentiments: 
“We always felt it was unfair. The King’s Quest games were good, and 
Roberta Williams was good at tapping the heart of the masses. On the 
other hand there were lots of cases where they killed players off left and 
right. In a later Monkey Island game we satirized that with a window that 
would pop up like Sierra's when you die.” 


FEATURE 


The Secret of Monkey Island was only the first in a long line of masterpieces 
from Lucasfilm Games. Like Sierra, the company’s designers were able 
to leverage the power of a single interpreter engine. For Lucasfilm, that 
engine was called SCUMM (Script Creation Utility for Maniac Mansion), 
which, as the name implies, had been in development since Maniac 
Mansion. Some of the best games made with SCUMM include Indiana 
Jones and the Fate of Atlantis (1992), Day of the Tentacle (1993), Sam & Max 
Hit the Road (1993), and Tim Schafer's Full Throttle (1995). 


In 1998, the company (now LucasArts) released Schafer's Grim Fandango, 
widely regarded as the best point-and-click ever made. Borrowing 
elements from classic films and Aztec beliefs, the game immerses you in 
one of the most imaginative settings you'll ever experience. While there's 
plenty of humor here, the game as a whole feels deeper, leaving a lasting 
impression on anyone who's played it. While not everyone liked the new 
interface (its engine, GrimE, was designed with a controller in mind), such 
issues are quickly forgotten once you get absorbed in the fascinating 
story. 


Although the game won plenty of awards and remains on many players’ 
“best of” lists, it sadly didn't sell enough copies to please shareholders. 
This high-profile “disaster” led to the dissolution of the company’s 
adventure-game team! Undeterred, Schafer and his new company 
Double Fine Productions never gave up on the game, and even delivered 
a remastered version of the classic for modern systems earlier this year. 


MISSING THE POINT: 
THE “Fab” 


DIES 


_ The early- to mid-1990s represent the apex 
*} of the point-and-click genre. Business was 
booming, the magazines were buzzing with 
rumored sequels and new franchises, and 
the genre seemed to have a long life ahead 
of it. Sadly, both Sierra and LucasArts were 
hit with a one-two punch. The first blow was 
CD-ROM technology, which up-and-comers 
Trilobyte and Cyan Worlds leveraged to 
a produce their monster hits The 7"" Guest and 
Myst in 1993. Unlike the competition, these games featured first-person 
viewpoints, prerendered graphics, and digitized soundtracks. Suddenly, 
both Sierra and Lucasfilms’ games looked antiquated by comparison, and 
the companies struggled to find ways to use the exponential increase in 
data storage brought by CD-ROM. 


Th. will Be Your World 


The second blow was Wolfenstein 3D and Doom, id's breakthrough 
shareware titles that introduced the world to the genre now known as 
the first-person shooter. Compared to the immersive, high-octane thrills 
of these games, point-and-click adventures seemed dull and primitive. 
Furthermore, the intense demands these and later games made on 
computer hardware led to the introduction of dedicated 3D graphics 
processors. After investing thousands on a powerful gaming rig, few 
gamers were interested in playing 2D, sprite-based point-and-click 
adventure games. LucasArts thought it saw the writing on the wall, and, 
as mentioned above, canned its adventure-game team to focus harder on 
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“modern” genres, such as those represented by its best-selling X-Wing 
and Dark Forces series. 


Sierra struggled on longer, trying desperately to recapture the market 
share its adventure-game studio had lost in the latter half of the decade. 
Jane Jensen designed 1995's The Beast Within (a sequel to Gabriel Knight), 
a well-received game produced entirely with full-motion video. One of 
the most interesting games from this era is their 1996 survival horror, 
Phantasmagoria, billed as an “interactive movie.” Featuring a live actor 
and tons of digitized video footage, it was bashed by critics for its “lame” 
script and gratuitous violence. 


Above: Despite valiant efforts, Sierra's heyday was past. 


On paper, Sierra's 1998 game King’s Quest: Mask of Eternity seemed well 
poised to do precisely that. It boasted a full 3D engine, a dynamic cursor, 
and action-based combat and other sequences. Ken Williams summed 
up the team's thoughts in a 1997 interview with Interaction Magazine: “The 
traditional adventure game is dead. It's time to change adventure games 
at least as much as the gamers themselves have changed over the last few 
years. It's time to make them less pretentious. More open-ended, faster 
paced, and just more fun to play than they have been. What's the use 
of creating these super-serious, overly literary, and downright studious 
games when the major audience that will play them played a Nintendo or 
a Sega last year? These folks are used to playing games where the correct 
answer to any problem might be jumping over something, hitting it with 
a hammer, or maybe even shooting it with a big bazooka. Why hassle 
through all the literary pretense when most of today's gamers just want 
to blow something up?” 


In retrospect, Sierra's quest to appeal to this perceived “modern” gamer 
may have thrown out the baby with the bathwater. While initial Mask of 
Eternity reviews and sales were positive (it outsold Grim Fandango two to 
one), even the most complimentary reviews mentioned that longtime 
fans of the genre may be turned off by the action sequences. They might 
as easily have been turned off by the new setting, characters, and age 
requirements. For some fans, at least, it just didn’t feel like a King’s 
Quest game. 


Jensen returned in 1999 with Gabriel Knight III: Blood of the Sacred, Blood of the 
Damned, which also updated the interface into full 3D. Unfortunately, despite 
receiving critical acclaim, by this point the adventure-game genre had been 
reduced from mainstream to niche status. It didn't sell nearly as well as its 
predecessors, and was Sierra's last attempt at an adventure game. 


Sierra's real problems, however, may have had less to do with the 
decline of the adventure-game genre than a series of unrelated business 
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decisions. The first was the launch of the ImagiNation network, which 
began as a way for founder Ken Williams to play bridge with his family 
over a modem. Eventually this idea spawned into a series of themed 
“lands,” mostly based around card and board games, but eventually 
including action games (including the popular Red Baron). 


For various reasons the whole affair ended up as an albatross for Sierra, 
costing them millions of dollars per year. Still, the company was making 
plenty of money in 1996, when it was sold to CUC International for $1.5 
billion. Ken stayed on for a while as CEO, but he and Roberta stepped down 
a year later. According to Ken, “The company that acquired Sierra turned 
out to have falsified its financials, and several members of its management 
team are facing very possible jail time. The Sierra acquisition turned out 
to be a total disaster, both for shareholders (and option holders) and for 
employees — most of which lost their jobs. Neither Roberta, Al, or me 
were ever offered another game at Sierra. It just hasn't happened.” 


ADVENTURE GAME IMPORTS 


Sierra and Lucasfilm are the best known in the point-and-click business, 
but they are far from the only two companies who have put out awesome 
games. In 1990, Revolution, a developer based in the United Kingdom, 
published a fun point-and-click adventure called Lure of the Temptress. This 
was followed in 1994 with the cult classic Beneath a Steel Sky, a cyberpunk 
adventure. Two years later, they launched the Broken Sword series, which 
is still going strong today. 


In 1999, a Norwegian company named Funcom developed The Longest 
Journey, a mature and often-dark adventure game that many consider 
among the best ever made. Following the story of a young artist named 
April Ryan, The Longest Journey is almost psychoanalytical in its depth, 
exploring issues and territory far removed from the lighthearted settings 
of most point-and-clicks. 


Another brilliant game is Syberia, developed by a French company named 
Microids and released in 2002. Like The Longest Journey, this game stars 
a female protagonist, this time a lawyer named Kate Walker. Kate's 
adventure concerns a wonderfully weird toy factory, but the game quickly 
gets into political and philosophical territory. The game's designer, Benoit 
Sokal, is a noted comic-book writer and illustrator, a background that 
served him well in creating the gorgeous scenery and sharp dialogue of the 
game. Syberia and The Longest Journey are deeply rewarding adventures 
that rival the best of Sierra or Lucasfilm. Tellingly, in most reviews of these 
games, the tone is that these games are successful in spite of being point- 
and-clicks. 


THE RESURRECTION 


In 2004, Kevin Bruner, Dan Connors, and Troy Molander founded an 
independent game publishing house in San Rafael, California. The name of 
their company was Telltale Games. Determined to debunk the “industry 
wisdom” that the adventure-game market was dead, the company 
decided on a new approach. Instead of making huge, epic adventures 
that would take years to develop, they proposed “episodes,” or brief 
adventures that could be released on a faster schedule. The adventure 


game may have been dead and rotten, but the trio suspected they 
might live to see it rise from the grave. 


They first appeared on my radar with Sam & Max: Season One, which 
both reunited old fans with two of their favorite characters and 
laid the groundwork for future episodic releases. From there, they 
developed series based on Wallace & Gromit and Homestar Runner 
before making their mark on the Monkey Island franchise with Tales 
of Monkey Island. 


Though all these products were successful, they were minor compared 
to their monster hit, The Walking Dead, which hit the market in 2012, 
just as the television show had blasted Robert Kirkman’s humble 
black-and-white comic book to worldwide attention. The association 
with the show alone would probably have spiked sales of the game, 
but Telltale’s designers had done much more than just rehash the 
stories in the comics. 


Introducing new characters, plots, an aesthetic best described as a 
“living comic book,” and exciting interface innovations, The Walking 
Dead was the right game at the right time. Much like during the glory 
days of the genre, these adventure games catered to folks who would 
never touch a Call of Duty or Madden game, but also won over gamers 
long accustomed to AAA-quality 3D graphics. Perhaps this is a sign that 
gamers’ obsession with “cutting-edge” graphics is at last dying down, 
and there is room once again for games that are more concerned with 
story arcs than pixel pipelines. 


As if to show that The Walking Dead was more than a fluke, Telltale 
enjoyed another wave of hit sales with their Wolf Among Us series, based 
on Bill Willingham’s Fables comics. Once again, the team showed a keen 
understanding of the nature of comics and games, and managed to fuse 
the two into a perfect combination. 


POINT -AND-KICK (STARTER) 


Telltale’s widely publicized success may help explain the triumphant return 
of Tim Schafer, Ron Gilbert, and Garry Winnick to the forefront of the 
games industry. In March 2012, Tim Schafer's team launched a Double Fine 
Adventure Kickstarter with a modest $400,000 goal. They ended up with 
$3.3 million, and have since released Broken Age: Act | and Grim Fandango 
Remastered, and are planning a special edition of Day of the Tentacle. 


In December of last year, Gilbert and Winnick launched a Kickstarter 
for a retro-themed point-and-click called Thimbleweed Park. Though 
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they nearly doubled their initial goal of $375,000, they didn’t raise 
the millions of Schafer’s project. Perhaps this is due to “Kickstarter 
fatigue,” or the intentionally dated look of the project's 2D graphics. 
According to Gilbert, although there's clearly an homage here to his 
early games, there will be innovations: “We're no longer limited by 
palette and basically have unlimited RAM and HD space, so you'll 
see a lot of the sorts of fun animations and extra rooms that we 
would have liked to do back then, but had to cut due to space issues. 
Also, game design took a huge leap between Maniac Mansion and 
Monkey Island and we do plan on using all those lessons we learned.” 


Gilbert argues that the success of these and related Kickstarters 
show that there are still plenty of gamers interested in the genre 
despite rejection from publishers: “With crowdfunding, developers 
are going right to the fans. That said, even before Kickstarter, 
adventure games were still being made and in some ways they're 
still selling just as well as they did in the ‘80s. The issue is that the 
rest of the market got bigger and adventure games didn’t. Will 2D 
point-and-click games take off again? | don’t know. | don’t think they 
will ever sell as well as games like Dragon Age, but I'm not sure | want 
them to. With any game | make, the goal is to make enough money 
that | can make another one.” 


Funded by fans on Kickstarter, Thimbleweed Park keeps the genre alive. 


THE FUTURE 


The future of the point-and-click adventure genre seems bright at the 
moment. Telltale shows no signs of slowing down, and crowdfunding 
seems like a viable option for legacy developers who want to get 
back on the wagon. Though | agree with Gilbert that it’s unlikely an 
adventure game will outperform the latest AAA console title anytime 
soon, thanks to digital distribution via Steam, Good Old Games, and 
others, we're not in a zero-sum game anymore. Like Gilbert says, 
if you can make enough money from your “niche” game to make 
another one, what more could you ask for? 


That said, I'm personally thrilled at the possibilities of Oculus Rift 
and Microsoft's HoloLens for adventure gaming. The next “point and 
click” might have me literally pointing and touching things right in 
front of me. After all, how cool would it be to stuff a virtual hamster 
into your real microwave oven and watch it explode? * 
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Tired of flinging temperamental birds or crushing confections? Have some time to kill on an airplane or road 
trip? Here are 10 excellent adventures for your mobile devices that should slay the evil time dragon for you. 


So... what? Now I’ 
a crossing gate...? 
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Broken Sword f2dewortne Templars: 


Expanded and freshened up, this download 
gets everything right and stands as the defin- 
itive version of the game. After an explosion 

in Paris, all-around-cool guy George Stobbert 
is pulled into a world of conspiracy and 
questions you need answers to. In this version 
you can also play as Stobbert’s photojournalist 
friend Nicole “Nico” Collard, which adds yet 
another new dimension. 


The Silent Age 


You are Joe, a janitor in the early 1970s who 
is given a time travel device and a warning 
that humanity will be extinct in 40 years 
unless you use it to change a few things. The 
game is free on both iOS and Android which 
should give you an easy excuse to try it out, 
even if that price point doesn’t help Joe's 
meager salary. 


Machinarium 


Think you've had a rough day? In this game 
you're a robot dumped and forgotten in a scrap 
heap. A nice art style is enhanced by the fact this 
game tells the story with visuals instead of dia- 
logue, which also makes it really good to play on 
the go in environments where you need to play 
quietly but don’t wish to wear headphones. A 
point-and-click interface for solving the in-game 
puzzles also adds to the mobility factor. 


Blackbar 


Ever see those declassified documents that 
black certain things out? In this game you're 
the person whose job it is to figure out what 
the blacked-out words and phrases are. Though 
this might not sound super thrilling, it manages 
to work, and there's always the added bonus 
that other people on the bus or plane might 
think you're a super-cool spy or something. 


Ghost Trick: Phantom Detective 


You are a dead man, but not a creepy one like 
WWE Superstar The Undertaker. You wake 
up and want to know who you were, which 

is highly understandable. Cartoony graphics 
add to the fun of solving the in-game puzzles 
using ghostly powers granted in exchange for 
breathing and living and stuff. 


10 adventuresome 


games on iOS 
and Android 


The Wolf Among Us 


A literal graphic novel comes to life on your 
device as you become Bigby Wolf, the sheriff of 
Fabletown, during a murder investigation that 
has the special critters in the town more than a 
little nervous. Based on the Fables comics by Bill 
Willingham, The Wolf Among Us is periodically 
enhanced with further episodes, giving you 
even more reason to come back. 


Cognition: An Erica Reed Thriller 


As the title of the game gently hints, you are 
Erica Reed, an FBI agent with supernatural 
abilities. Another episodic game, Cognition 
includes some incredible voice work and 
gameplay that is good for a casual player. The 
only thing keeping it from a perfect score is that 
the adventure-gaming structure can butt heads 
with the game's action-oriented theme, which 
may be off-putting to some 


Yesterday 


Another mobile adventure game that involves 
murder mysteries and supernatural things. That 
somewhat sets the tone for Yesterday, which 
suffers from a bad case of “been there, done 
that” for any adventure game player. If you 
don't want to adjust to a new game experience 
much, though, go for it. 


Gemini Rue 


A dark noir storyline with a bit of a 16-bit 
feel makes Gemini Rue a good game to 
play in the dark by the fireplace. Two 
storylines increasingly mesh together 
until they become one, which makes this 
well-paced game work. 


Walking Dead: Season 2 


It's based on the comic series rather than tele- 
vision show, so if you're expecting to see Daryl 
attempt to look through his hair you won't find 
him here. What you will find is a quality story 
and a likeable character in Clementine, the 
often snarky and smart young lady who is the 
main protagonist. If you played through Season 
1, your choices there impact the story here, 
which is a sweet touch. 


Patrick Scott Patterson is a videogame media personality with 33 years of game experience. When he started 


playing adventure games he was a square dealing with the pressure of a dragon that looked like a duck. 
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It's back from the afterlife, unlike its hero. 


I've heard of many games being the “greatest” of their genre. 


While all that is merely opinion supported by how : 
: area where you repeatedly have to enter and exit a vehicle 
: (with tank controls, mind you). Manny's animations for getting 
off and on his mode of transportation can be excruciating at 
: times, especially if you're trying to interact with a nearby object 
5 instead. There's a run button, so why not include the ability to 
: speed up these slow animations in the same manner? 


strong a particular fanbase is, sometimes games win 
such support simply because of perfect timing. Case in 
point, Grim Fandango. 


Don't get me wrong, Grim Fandango is a very good game, 
even great when I'm in the best mood. The greatest, though? 


games, yet never played this Tim Schafer classic before this 
Remastered edition. Now that | have, | can say that | enjoyed 
his blast from the past for its strengths, but damn it for bring- 
ing back ‘90s adventure tropes I’m glad are now extinct. 


Playing Grim Fandango reminded me of adventures games | 


he world in question. While | generally have no problems 
with this, Grim Fandango pushes it too far. 


Grim Fandango is from an era when the logic for solving the 
game's many cryptic puzzles is just that, cryptic. It's a good 
thing the story, setting, and characters are all so compelling, 
because trying to figure some of the puzzle solutions is less a 


ones that require a keen eye for your surroundings — that | 


can respect — but more often than not, something gets in the 
: remasters of a retro title I've seen. Finally getting the chance 
to give Manny's story a go was enjoyable, more for the 
: superb narrative and notable cast and less for the controls 
and illogical puzzle-solving, but the point remains. | may be 
in the minority for not falling head-over-heels for this beloved 
i classic, but that's not to say | hated it, either. In fact, that 
: couldn't be further from the truth. This is a great chance for 
gamers young and old to (re)visit what it was like to play 
: adventure games back in their golden age. Perhaps if this 
does well, Full Throttle will get a similar treatment. I'd sign up 
for that in a heartbeat. Mm 


way. Whether it’s a poorly chosen camera angle or an inven- 
tory item that doesn't logically belong with something else, | 
sometimes felt like | just stumbled upon the solution by luck 
rather than coming up with an “ah ha!” moment beforehand. 


Speaking of the inventory system, | like how it's immersive 
instead of cluttering up the screen with an obtrusive UI. You 
open up Manny's jacket and cycle through each potential 
puzzle-solver one by one. It's great for staying engaged with 


the game world, but can feel a little cumbersome, bringing me 
to my next point. 


have to stop the hype train there. I'm a huge fan of adventure: 

: On the bright side the game boasts a soundtrack that is, by 
every definition of the word, exquisite. Thanks to the Remas- 
: tered edition’s changes, we get treated to an orchestral rendi- 
tion of each track. It’s sex to the ears, especially for those of 
: us who can appreciate the idiosyncratic tones brought forth 
by the game’s film noir and Mexican inspirations. 

played as a kid, the ones in which the developer plays by their: 
own rules, rules that could only fit within the parameters of 
: of lighting effects and improved textures. It's a great way to 
make an old game feel somewhat new again. The original 
: didn't look bad by any stretch, so it's not like this was a ne- 
cessity, but considering that Grim Fandango uses simple 3D 
: characters, it's certainly appreciated. If you have more of an 
eye for the older look, there's always the option to switch back 
: on the fly. 

gauge of wit and more atest of patience. Sure, there are clever 

: While this isn't the adventure game to end all adventure 


+y David Giltinan 


: Transitioning between certain scenes can feel too slow at 


times, or even sluggish. One example would be at the forest 


The visuals also got a good bump up, with the added use 


games, Grim Fandango Remastered is still one of the better 


To PCVIFWC 


Fantastic 
characters and 
storytelling 


Little to no UI 
intrusion sucks 
you in 


Orchestrated 
soundtrack 
sounds amazing 


@ Old-school 


adventure-game 
logic is in full 
effect 


@ Scene transitions 


can be painfully 
slow 
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Let go of me/NOW. (X) _ (B) It's not wht you think 


Let's discuss this like sane people 


The Borderlands games are already well known for their flippant hilarity, but 
that hasn't stopped Telltale Games from squeezing out something origi- 
nal — and yes, hilariously fun — in Tales From the Borderlands, an episodic 
offering that starts out on the right foot. 


You'll take control of Rhys, a Hyperion employee with a hidden agenda, and 
Fiona, acon woman who isn’t quite who she says. The game skips between 
the two as the story begins, and introduces you to a variety of fun charac- 
ters along the way, including Vasquez, Rhys’ scummy boss, who's perfectly 
voiced by Brock Samson himself, Patrick Warburton. 


The game plays out like a typical Telltale adventure, split between deci- 
sion-making through dialogue choices and quick-time event sequences 
that you need to successfully complete in order to move forward. It's a good 
mixture, and one that keeps Tales moving at just the right clip, even with the 
occasional drags. The introduction of a Loader Bot certainly keeps things 
interesting, especially when he starts letting loose his weaponry. 


Telltale Games is on a roll. After releasing the impressive Tales From the 
Borderlands: ZerO Sum, the team continues with the debut chapter in its 
Game of Thrones series, Iron From Ice. And if you're a fan of the books (or the 
smash HBO series), it’s an opening to a saga that you won't want to miss. 


This opening salvo deals with three characters that revolve around 
House Forrester, who continue to show their loyalty to House Stark, de- 
spite ongoing events 
as the Red Wedding. 


lives up to its name. 


hat eventually lead into what fans will recognize 


won't spoil that for you, but let’s just say that it 


As with previous Telltale Games, Game of Thrones is all about the storytell- 


ing — and what a whopper it is. You'll spend a majority of the game care- 
fully making decisions on how you talk to folks, as the simplest of mistakes 
could have the most dire of consequences somewhere down the road — 


especially when you're having a word with the temperamental King Joffrey. 
As with previous games, it alerts you to what characters remember, and 
you'll wonder what consequences await. 
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Perhaps the most surprising part about Tales is how deeply embedded it is 
in Borderlands folklore, while at the same time telling its own refreshing side 
story. Rhys and Fiona feel like they fit in with any given Vault Hunter, and 
the side characters — like Chris Hardwick's Vaughn — really have an arc of 
their own. The plot’s smile-inducing throughout, especially when you see 
what situations these guys get into. 


The game does end far too soon — this is the first episode in a planned se- 
ries of five — but it provides pacing for the later chapters to come, and got 
me excited to see how it all plays out. Furthermore, an old “friend” shows 
up by the end that assures that, yep, this is a Borderlands story, through 


and through. 


With great cel-shaded visuals (borrowed” from previous chapters of the 


series), solid voicework (keep an ear open for favorites Nolan North and 
Troy Baker), and gameplay that’s right up Telltale’s alley, Tales From the Bor- 
derlands definitely deserves a play by those who adore the series. Now, 
it's just a matter of seeing whether Claptrap shows up. “I’m dancin’!” ia 


’y Robert Workman 


Whether or not you inadvertently trigger bloodshed, Iron From Ice is a mes- 
merizing experience, especially if you're a fan of the series. Telltale shows 
its true loyalty to the series here, introducing both familiar characters (Tyri- 
on!) and new ones with tremendous results. And nothing comes easy — it 
wouldn't be Game of Thrones otherwise, right? 


While the presentation isn’t entirely spot-on (don't expect AAA-caliber 
character animations), it's still quite good at matching series author Mar- 
tin's original tone. The blood spills like crazy, and the way characters look 
after you say certain things certainly sticks with you, even when you don’t 
want it to. The voice acting is good too, particularly when you realize the 
entire HBO cast couldn't be brought on board to voice their characters. 
Nice fill-ins here. 


Iron From Ice left me compelled to continue the story, which speaks well for 
what's in store for the remaining four chapters. Leave it to Telltale to once 
again deliver a whopper of a tale that shouldn't be missed — even if you 
aren't necessarily a fan. Who knows, this just might make you one. ima 
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A HORRIFIC, ROGU ELIKE JOURNEY TO THE CENTER OF YOUR MOM BY WAY OF OLD-SCHOOL ZELDA. 


nasense, games are collections of systems and rules with a metaphor laid 
on top. The play in Mario is about running and jumping but the metaphor is 
about rescuing a princess. And I'll be the first to admit, the metaphor over- 
ay of The Binding of Isaac: Rebirth is extremely off-putting. It's not because 
he game is ugly (it’s beautiful actually, with impressive lighting effects and 
cute character design), it's because of all the poop. And dead babies. And 


he endgame that takes place inside your own mother’s womb. After strug- 


gling past my initial distaste, however, | found my favorite game of 2014. 


The Binding of Isaac: Rebirth is a total upgrade/remake of The Binding of 
Isaac, a hybrid twin-stick shooter/roguelike/Zelda homage. The story is 
simple on first blush, mirroring the eponymous biblical tale and the game- 
play hides its light behind crushing difficulty. Dig into both and you'll find 
amazing treasure. The story, for all its sophomoric humor, is a brilliant, 
demented beer slam of creator Edmund McMillen’s childhood obsessions 
and ambivalence toward religion and family. The game, as text, supports 
surprisingly deep readings on child abuse, gender identity, and imagination. 
It's not necessary to enjoy the game but it's there if you want it. 
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If you want to skip the English major analysis, there’s still the gobsmacking 
gameplay. Rebirth is a giant, chaotic toybox where character upgrades and 
items synergize in innovative ways to make your verb set different on each 
run. Nearly every modifier for your projectile interacts with others; each 


em that changes the rules works with other items that change the rules. 
This engenders a sense of constant discovery, even after you've unearthed 


the hundreds and hundreds of secrets hidden within. You may have the 
Rubber Cement item figured out but how does it interact with ipecac? Or 
Monstro’s Lung? If my head orbits my body like an ioun stone, what ef- 
fect does it have when | get an item that increases my head size? All of 


these items you collect impact your avatar with often disturbing cosmetic 
changes so that at the end of a long game, your wounds, extra organs, and 
weaponized eyewear tell their own story. 


| could go on. Endlessly cute and inventive, and laying out a treasure trail 
of secrets in front of you like Pac-Man pellets, The Binding of Isaac: Rebirth 


is a must. sad 
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NOT EXACTLY THE SADDEST GREEK TRAGEDY EVER, BUT NOT QUITE GODLY, EITHER. Brandon Justice 


From the moment | saw Alientrap’s Apotheon, | was hooked. An old-school- 
infused action-platformer with metroidvania leanings and a visual style that 
resembled ancient artwork brought to life, it's the kind of game that makes a 
genuine impression on concept alone. The question leading up to its release, 
of course, was whether or not this game with an army of archers aimed 
directly at my gaming sweet spot would manage to hit the bull’s-eye. 


At first glance it’s all here. The unquestionably compelling visual style 
aside, Apotheon comes packing simple combat featuring short- and long- 
range weapons with varying strengths and weaknesses, a host of upgrades 
and equipment, and massive maps ripe with more nooks, crannies, and 
hidden goodies than you can shake a spear at. My body was ready for 
adventure. 


What it ended up with, however, was a headache and more than a few 
broken controllers — and not in the “this game is hard-but-fair and | just 
have a short fuse” sort of way. 


While | can’t say enough about the ingredients to this particular digital 
dish, Alientrap seems to have fallen into the slice of design Hades where 


they don’t quite realize when things don't work as well as they should. 
Weapon variety, for example, is awesome. Selecting said weapons in the 
heat of a fight? Not so much. The level design itself? Again, pure rock- 
sauce. Attempting to make use of the oft-clunky platforming mechanics in 
tight situations? The rhythm just never quite develops like it does with truly 
great games. And the hefty tribute to the puzzle gods sprinkled through- 
out? They tend to err on the side of being unnecessarily obtuse, difficult, 
or just plain cumbersome. 


The sad part is, none of these things are so egregiously evil that you can't 
find fun in Apotheon, but when you add them all up, you can’t help but 
wonder how awesome it would have been if Alientrap had just aped popu- 
lar, perfected systems from a few other games in the genre. A few tweaks 
here and there, and this could easily have ended up as one of the great 
ones. Instead it’s like a narrowly missed leap on a jump you know you 
should have made. 


Platforming and action fans will still find fun in Apotheon, but when you 
stack it up to modern classics like Guacamelee! and Shadow Complex, it's 
safe to say that the gaming gods deserve a more polished tribute. a 
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badass While many folks associate Rare, Ltd. with their high-profile 
cclaim 
DEVELOPER: roster of N64 titles (we're talkin’ GoldenEye 007, Conker's Bad 
Rare Fur Day, and Perfect Dark) they had quite the run during the 
erat 8-bit days with cult classics like R.C. Pro-Am and Battletoads. 
RELEASE: My favorite of the bunch had to be the aptly named Wizards 
12.1987 
PLAYERS: & Warriors, a medieval mash-up of platforming and sword- 
Single-player fighting about a knight on a quest to take down an evil 
ESRB: 
NA spellcaster. 
OUR RATING 
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that fostered my then-unnamed love for the Twitch.tv 


pastime of choice, speed running. 


Built on the simple idea of running, jumping, and slashing 
your way through a series of distinct zones on your way to 
ousting the evil wizard Malkil, the game offered a series 
of escalating action-oriented challenges that centered 


around jumping. Rather than spacing out jumping segments 


lay in the fact that jumping was your primary method of 
both travel and evasion. | spent many hours learning level 
patterns, enemy behaviors, and jewel locations so | could 
find that perfect sweet spot to smash a level in record time. 


The enemies were more than a bit annoying at times and 
combat was essentially limited to basic slashing and a 
handful of progressive power-ups, but eventually, you'd 
earn that you could couple certain movements with said 


he day. Each built upon the last in a way that future Rare 
games would showcase in a much bigger way, but there was 


such a Zen to making your way through the levels that you 


barely stopped to care about the unapologetically simple 


boss battles. 


www.readretro.com 


Rares romp in medieval times was one 


W&W from other hack-n-slash contemporaries like Ghosts ‘n 
: Goblins and Castlevania. The game's setting and general vibe 


fantasy fare, but the pixel art was charming, the animation 


: is still stuck in my head) was memorable and whimsical in 
; a way that made it stand out as something more than yet 
: another attempt to cash in on a theme. 

This Acclaim-published gem was an early addition to my : 
NES library, and stands out to this day as one of the games : 
; that emphasized pinpoint precision, lightning-fast reflexes, 
: and decision-making under duress such that playing it drew 


your heart raced, your palms sweat buckets, and your 
friends cheered as you zipped past forests, caverns, 
: and castle walls with ease, finding the ultimate 

: reward in your own mastery of the world 
: around you. 

and sprinkling in combat, Wizards & Warriors’ true genius 

: It's a formula we rarely see these days 
from pure gameplay outside competitive 
: multiplayer, and one that will still put a 
: difficulty dent in your ego's armor should 
you be brave enough to take up the 
role of Kuros and give it another go. It 
may not be as well-known as some 
i of Capcom and Konami's big-ticke 
: franchises, but it was easily one of 
equipment to slowly but artfully perfect new patterns to win i 
: of Rare’s finest 8-bit hours as well. If 
: you missed it on the first go ‘round, it's 
: definitely still worth a good look, especially if 
: modern titles like Super Meat Boy and Volgarr 
get those competitive juices flowing. in 
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: It was that sense of perpetual movement that separated 


© Amazing sense of 
movement 


wasn't too far off the beaten path of Dungeons & Dragons 


@ Interesting, 
progressive 
comical, and the music (especially the power-up refrain that combat tactics 


(4) Rockin’ soundtrack 
Simple boss 
battles 


Annoying enemy 
respawning 


Wizards & Warriors was a classic gamer's game; a platformer 


© Over too soon 


: you into a true “zone,” tuning out the world around you until 


Acclaim's best, and arguably one 


CLASSIC 


When Ejnhdnder first came out, it caught many people by surprise — 


mainly because Square didn’t dabble much outside the role-playing 
pool at the time. But the game proved that the house that Final Fantasy 
built could stand tall with the shmup crowd, with an inspired, immensely 
playable effort that’s still worth a look these days — even if Sony still 
hasn't given this game the PS3 digital rerelease it deserves. 


Einhdnder's gameplay gimmick lets you pick up various types of weaponry, 
with different firing rates depending on whether you attach them above 
or below your ship. This makes a difference with certain enemies and 
bosses, so you'll get a kick out of shifting them around and seeing which 
works better. The scoring system is also rewarding, with a multiplier 
growing with each successive enemy killed. 


What really took players by surprise back in the day was Ejinhdnder's 
presentation. The graphics were quite good, rivaling Irem’s beautiful 


At a time when Hudson was looking to make a big splash with a 
CD-ROM add-on for its TurboGrafx console, the team at Red 
Entertainment opted to make a space shooter that took advantage of 
the format, complete with a rockin’ soundtrack and presentation that 
went beyond the usual 16-bit setup. And with that, Gate of Thunder 
was born, and while not quite as legendary as its sequel Lords of 
Thunder, it delivered the goods — especially for fans who plunked 
down big cash for the CD peripheral. 


The game is basic shooting at its finest, as you work your way 
through the Obellon army (led by rogue general Don Jingi) in the 
hopes of rescuing a powerful energy source. The plot’s pretty much 
garbage, but the action elevates the experience, from fast-moving 
walls that have to be avoided to wave after wave of enemies and 
bosses requiring plenty of gunfire to bring down. 


You'll find a good variety of weapons along the way, including a wave 
gun and other tools, as well as a special area-clearing blast that can 


*Y Robert Workman 


R-Type Delta in visual splendor and explosive action. They're still pretty 
good today, though an HD remaster wouldn't be out of the question. 
The music is pretty solid too, atmospherically scoring what's happening 
within the game — even if you're facing off against a giant robot with a 
shovel for a face. (Who thought up that design...?) 


While the replay value is questionable due to the game's short length, 
there are three difficulty settings (good luck on Hard) and three Einhdnder 
models to choose from. There's also a “free” mode, if you can't quite beat 
the game on the given number of credits. Hey, it never hurts to have the 
option. 


It's a shame Square didn't give EinhGnder more love with sequels (you 
know, like Final Fantasy), but this one-and-done deal is still a marvelous 
time in shooter world. Let's just hope that, one day, Squeenix gives it the 
rerelease it deserves. Maybe even on PS4, eh? ia 
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take out most enemies in one shot. Again, rather basic, but at least 
Red Entertainment made it fun to play, so you won't be that bored. 


As far as presentation goes, Gate kind of lacks the “wow” factor that 
other games had at the time, but it still looks good as the galaxy 
whizzes by at a moderate speed. The enemies do show a bit of 
creativity in design, and the stages can be fun to blaze through, even 
if there’s only a small amount of scrolling going on. 


Minor squabbling, mind you. For a debut CD-based effort, Gate of 
Thunder had what it needed to get the job done, even without an 
overabundance of inspiration (outside of Thunder Force III, clearly). 
| obviously recommend Lords first for its over-the-top action and 
theme, but if you're still thirsty for shmup action, this one’s worth 
adding to your library. ea 


PUBLISHER: 

Hudson Soft 
DEVELOPER: 
Hudson Soft / Red 
Entertainment 
PLATFORMS: 
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RELEASE: 
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Single-player 
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FOLLOW ONE HOMEBREW CODER S QUEST TO 
TAKE A FRESH BITE OUT OF THE APPLE II. 


Publisher; The Apple I! computers, which first came to market in June 
Brandon Bogle 1977 and didn't end production until November 1994, were 
& Brian Picchi 2 top videogame platform throughout most of the ‘80s. But 

Developer: 5 detailed in books like Vintage Games (2008) and Vintage 
Brandon Bogle Game Consoles (2014), the platform's pedigree and devoted 
& Brian Picchi present-day following resulted in comparatively few new 

Platforms; homebrew games. Fortunately, a few talented individuals 
Apple lle/c have decided to address this unfortunate oversight, 


Release; including one Brian Picchi. 


2013 


Players: 
1-2 players including Applesoft Action, Dogfighters of Mars, Surfshooter, 


ESRB Rating: The Deadly Orbs, and Double Deadly Orbs. While each of 

NA these increasingly impressive titles were fine examples of 
both Picchi's skill and Applesoft BASIC’s flexibility, it was 
clear the author was pushing against the user-friendly 


Picchi cut his teeth on a series of Applesoft BASIC games, 


OUR RATING 


kk Pe language's limitations. Picchi decided to learn assembly, 


LAMB CHOPS! 2 low-level programming language that really lets coders 


tap into the potential of asystem’s technology. Despite the 


"| high learning curve, the advanced language was ideal for 


RETRO FEVER the type of action games Picchi previously made in BASIC, 

so the author kept the genre bias going for his first two 

creations that made use of more sophisticated programming techniques, 
Lamp Chops! and Retro Fever. 


Lamp Chops!, which Picchi wrote with the aid of the Merlin macroassembler, is 
an action game described as a cross between the arcade classic Robotron: 2084 
(1982), and the classroom staple The Oregon Trail (1971), the latter of which 
inspired its setting. The premise of the game is that you're a sheep farmer whose 
flock has escaped. Armed with a shotgun, you must protect your sheep from 
various forest creatures, which include wolves, yetis, and aliens (!), as your flock 
tries to cross from one side of the screen to the other, one at a time. 
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As with many classic shooters, the action is straightforward. If you touch an 
enemy or lose three sheep in a level, including any you accidentally shoot, you 
lose a life. Shoot enemies for points and earn an extra life for every 1,000 points. 
Complicating matters is that each shot must either hit an object or clear the 
screen before you can fire another. The action gets harder with each level you 
pass up to level 20, where your reward for dying becomes a better Game Over 
screen. 


Animation is minimal, with the main character's legs moving as you run, while 
the sheep, forest creatures, and bullet merely slide across the screen as a static 
image. Objects other than the main character exhibit flicker as they move, with 
the white sheep the worst of the offenders. The sheep speeds up if you kill the 
pursuing forest creature, and slows down again once the next enemy appears. 
Sound is similarly sparse, with a beep or buzz indicating some type of contact 
with another object, and a short tune plays when the game starts and when it's 
game over. Control is tight and supported from the keyboard, paddles, or your 
joystick of choice. 


Retro Fever, which Picchi wrote in collaboration with Retroswitch.com’'s Brandon 
Bogle, primarily using the C language, is a multistage action game with levels 
inspired by the core game mechanics found in arcade classics like Food Fight 
(1983), Lady Bug (1981), and Missile Command (1980). The premise of the game 
is that you're an Apple II enthusiast trying to add to and protect your collection. 
You do this across three unique levels: a recycling center, repair center, and 
outdoors. 


In the recycling center level, you need to grab the computers from the conveyors 
on the top and bottom of the screen before they reach the incinerator or are 
resold on eBay for inflated prices by the evil businessman (reseller) or your angry 
wife. You can collect a clock to temporarily freeze the reseller and your wife, or 
collect and drop cash to distract them. Touching either results in the loss of one 
of your five lives. 


In the repair center, you need to avoid the lab rat while repairing your computers 
with the right parts. You check what part letter each of the three computers on 
the left side of the screen needs, then you search for the matching part in the 12 
parts bins. Once you find the right part, bring it back to the computer to fix it. 
Impeding your progress are one or more fast-moving rats that are deadly to the 
touch. Collecting a lantern (which looks an awful lot like a bagel) will temporarily 
show the letters in all of the parts bins. Similarly, collecting a question mark 
(special part) and bringing it to a computer will automatically repair it, saving 
even more time on your search for the three matching parts. 


Finally, in the outdoors level, you must protect your computers from the sun's 
yellowing effects, in the form of falling beams of light, using only an umbrella. 
If you touch a beam with anything on your body other than the umbrella, you 
lose a life. To complicate matters, your wife is back, as is the reseller, who's now 
driving a car careening down the roadway. As before, making contact with either 
your wife or the reseller results in the loss of a life. Finally, you'll get 1,000 bonus 
points if you acquire but don't use the flask of RetroBrite for the duration of the 
round. Once all three levels are beaten, the game starts over, with the difficultly 
ramped up further. 


The action is smoother than Lamp Chops!, with minimal flicker and more elaborate 


ENTERING THE ROADSIDE... 


STOP THE UY RAYS FROM YELLOHING 
YOUR COMPUTERS! 


animation. Sound is similarly improved, with a more robust intro and outro music 
and more frequent use of the simple sound effects. As expected, control is tight 
and also supported from the keyboard, paddles, or the preferred joystick. 


The retail versions of each of the games were reviewed on a stock Apple IIc with 
Commodore 1984S monitor and Kraft analog joystick. Both Lamb Chops! and 
Retro Fever, each complete with manual, disk, and plastic zip bag (a packaging 
staple for early commercial computer gamxes), are available for purchase from 
the author's website by going to tanrunomad.com/official-games, and run on 


any Apple Il or compatible with 64K. You can also play all of Picchi’s homebrew 
games for free right in your web browser at tanrunomad.com/vintage-computer- 
collection/my-homebrew-games. Disk images for use in offline emulators or on 
the real hardware are also available. 


While neither game innovates for the platform, both are fun action games that 
help breathe new life into the Apple II's lethargic homebrew gaming community. 
While some may appreciate the simplicity of Lamb Chops!, which successfully 
channels the spirit of games you'd find on the platform in the late 1970s to very 
early 1980s, there's no denying that the multilevel Retro Fever, which is more like 
the type of game you'd find on the platform just a few years later, is the more 
complete creation and the game to get if you only pick one. A 
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REFLECTS ON BRINGING THE NOISE TO VIDEOGAMES. 


s — by Mark Kaminski 
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While the gaming industry has its fair share 
of renowned composers, it’s rare for music 
industry veterans to lend their talents to our 
pastime, and rarer still when they also hap- 
pen to enjoy gaming as a hobby. One such 
individual is Grammy award-winning Chris 
Vrenna who, in addition to working with 
the likes of Nine Inch Nails, Gnarles Barkley, 
Marilyn Manson, Metallica, U2, Weezer, Da- 
vid Bowie, The Smashing Pumpkins, Hole, 
Rob Zombie, Green Day, Bush and more, has 
laid down tracks for games such as Doom 3, 
Quake 4, American McGee's Alice, and Sonic the 
Hedgehog. RETRO had the chance to catch up 
with Chris about his passion for gaming and 
the ups and downs of his work in the field. 


RETRO: Are you a gamer? If so, what got you started? 


Chris Vrenna: | am a gamer. | don’t get to play nearly as 
much as | used to, but | still love the art and skill that goes 
into making games. | guess | started in the arcades at the 
mall way back in high school. Tempest was one of my ab- 
solute favorites. But also Spy Hunter, Gauntlet, Smash TV... 
man this could be a very long list! 


Back in 1989 and 1990 when | was on tour with Nine Inch 
Nails, we all bought the original Game Boy. It was only 
grayscale with no backlit display, but we would play head- 
to-head Tetris for hours and hours while driving. That's 
always been a very fond memory. 


RETRO: Guilty of playing any games on your phone re- 
cently? 


Vrenna: Truthfully | try to keep my iPhone strictly a 
work device with lots of music apps. The only game | al- 
low myself to play on it is simple Solitaire. Oh and those 
brain-training games. 


RETRO: In your own words, what makes music in vid- 
eogames so important? 


Vrenna: Music is such a crucial part of all visual art, 
whether it's videogames, film, or TV. Music conveys so 
~ much of the emotion a player or character feels. It helps 
‘move the storyline along and it adds to the onscreen 
- action. The sound palette of a musical score can further 
~ convey the tone and feel of a game or movie. 


RET RO: What made your band Tweaker a great fit to 
_ work on the Doom 3 soundtrack? 


renna: We (Tweaker) had just released our second re- 
ord 2 a.m. Wakeup Call and we had grown from a pure 
: lectronic outfit to adding more live instrumentation. The 
1 more aggressive, yet still creepy and moody. id 
y to write a theme song, and it just worked 


out. | also did what we described as “musical sound de- 
sign” for Doom 3. They didn’t want any musical score run- 
ning throughout the game, so they asked me to come up 
with short musical loops and cues that although pitched, 
were almost more sound design in nature. It was a great 
idea and an awesome experience for me. | absolutely love 
working with the id guys. 


RETRO: Have you always been a fan of the Doom fran- 
chise? 


Vrenna: A rabid fan! Starting with the original Wolfen- 
stein, then Doom and Doom II. | think | owned both on ev- 
ery platform they were ever released on. And musically, 
one of my main “go to” inspirational scores is the one for 
Doom II. | can still sing half of those level tunes. 


RETRO: Since you have worked on both, what were some 
stylistic differences made between the soundtracks for 
Quake 4 and Doom 3? 


Vrenna: Well, the Doom 3 theme was very organic in 
its instrumentation...heavy guitars, huge live record- 
ed drums, etc. Quake 4 was the complete opposite. 
It was all synthetic and electronic noises. The Quake 
4 theme is one of the noisiest tracks | have ever done. 


RETRO: What is a favorite memory from working on 
Quake 4? 


Vrenna: It has to be the challenge of writing something 
musically catchy, yet using sounds that hurt the ears! 


RETRO: You have also worked on the music to the infa- 
mous 2006 Sonic the Hedgehog (aka Sonic ‘06). What 
was that experience like? 


Vrenna: To tell you the truth | don’t remember very much 
of that experience. The contacts were all in Japan and the 
whole thing was done via Internet. I've still never even 
played the game itself. I'd love to get a copy of it, though. 


RETRO: The music for American McGee's Alice that 
you wrote/composed and performed (which is totally 
badass) has been a fan favorite. What was that project 
like? 


Vrenna: Well, thank you for the compliment. Alice really 
has been a fan favorite over all these years, and it is one of 
the works | am most proud of myself. | first met American 
McGee while | was in NIN. We did the score for the first 
Quake game while American was still at id. Years later he 
contacted me to work on his solo game Alice and | imme- 
diately said yes. 


| spent months on eBay buying every toy instrument and 
music box | could find to use for the score. Game scoring 
style has changed over the last decade, but back then, the 
idea musically was that each level had a unique “song” or 
“theme” that would loop until you got to the exit for that 
level. For Alice, each level had a sort of nursery rhyme- 
type of song that matched the look of the level by melody 
and sound palette. 


My label at the time, Six Degrees Records, agreed to put 
out a full CD of the score that retold the entire story from 
the game and even included the original dialogue from 
the game characters. | am not known to brag, but, | think 
it is one of the best game scores and CD versions of a 
game score to this day. 


RETRO: Obviously you have music flowing through 


Where's thai wascally wabbit? 
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your veins and always seem to be working on something 
new. Can you give us any insights on new projects? 


Vrenna:| am at this very moment scoring for a huge game 
developer right here in Madison, WI. It’s a very, very pop- 
ular title, but | cannot give any details at this time other 
than it is coming out in 2015. | hope fans will look out for 
it. Also, | have a new electronic band project | am putting 
together. We hope to release our first record sometime in 
2015. | moved from L.A. and upgraded my studio here in 
Madison and it has sparked a new creative burst for me. 


RETRO: If you could put your own spin on any clas- 
sic videogame soundtrack, which would you choose? 


Vrenna: Well, | hate to repeat myself, but it would have to 
be Doom II. | would love to do modern versions of those 
classic tracks. Maybe for Doom 4? (Call me guys!) ;) 


RETRO: Is there any particular game music, outside 
of what you worked on, that you are a big fan of? 


Vrenna: | just love all of the Silent Hill scores. | own them 
all and listen to them often. Simply brilliant. 


RETRO: Is there a certain game franchise you'd love to 
make music for if given the choice? 


Vrenna: There are too many franchises that | would love 
to be a part of. Call of Duty, Silent Hill, and Zelda are just 
three. 


RETRO: Howard Stern just recently said Nine Inch 
Nails was the band that defined the sound of the ‘90s, 
a sound which you were instrumental in forming. Reac- 
tions? 


Vrenna: Wow! He did? | hadn't heard that, but | am re- 
ally honored. Trent and | shared so much in our decade 
together in NIN...both creatively and personally as best 
friends. This actually reminds me of the time we (NIN) 
were in NYC to doa special unannounced club show after 
our massive “Downward Spiral” arena tour. We were to 
announce it on Howard's show the morning of the con- 
cert, and Trent asked me to go on air and make the an- 
nouncement. So, here | am on the phone live with Stutter- 
ing John to do it, and it was just surreal. John was doing his 
usual bit and totally unnerving me on the air. So funny... 


RETRO: [Personal question from Mark] What was your 
best experience at Kent? (I'm a Kent grad, Visual Com- 
munication Design.) 


Vrenna: Kent State Golden 
Flashes! | was a telecom- 
munications major (TV 
and radio production) 
with a split film/the- 
ater minor. | learned so 
= much while at Kent. | 
== worked at the campus 

TV station and was also 
the program director of the campus radio station. | had 
a Friday night “industrial dance” show where | played 
Ministry and Skinny Puppy. But one of the funniest times 
was that the station had an Easter promo, and | wore the 
full Easter bunny costume and spent the day hopping 
all over campus handing out candy to students. | guess 
| was always destined to be in public and a performer. 


Thanks for the honor of having me in RETRO. ifn 
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LONG BEFORE SONGWRITER, KEYBOARDIST, RHYTHM __ Shinoda combined his love of shooters and his talent for writing modern-day music 
GUITARIST, AND COVOCALIST MIKE SHINODA COFOUNDED with Electronic Arts’ Medal of Honor: Warfighter. He worked with developer Danger 
LINKIN PARK IN 1996, HE WAS PART OF AVERY DIFFERENT Close Games and composer Ramin Djawadi to contribute two of the game's 21 
GROUP. THE ROCK STAR WAS COFOUNDER OF HIS VERY "2k: 

OWN NINTENDO CLUB, WHICH RANGED FROM FIVE TO AS “They didn’t have levels to play at the point at which | was working on the music 
MANY AS 15 MEMBERS. BUT THE FIVE CORE MEMBERS _ for those two levels, so | got as much reference as | could,” Shinoda says. “We got 
OF THE GROUP WERE SHINODA, HIS BEST FRIEND, HIS visuals. We got storyboards. We got narrative. | feel like they gave me a really good 


BROTHER. HIS BROTHER'S BEST FRIEND, AND THEN ONE feel for what was going to be going on in those levels. The standout thing was 
OTHER KID ; that these two levels were the first time they've done driving levels in the Medal of 


Honor games, and they tapped into the Need for Speed team, which was a huge deal. 


Th this brain trust of t f the bi t and best titl ing togeth d 
"When | was younger | played a lot of videogames,” Shinoda says. “We beat ST gee ae age conene rer Cora aeare eee 


tting t that collision. | k lot of Linkin Park f, huge f. Medal 
150 some-odd games on Nintendo. We beat every game they had. We played pe or a - ae ae age a a rs = i . 
everything, and we never took more than seven days to beat a game. If it got to the of igrorandl Neca jar Speed, so taeek 1 allimane Wasiind Oba perect stor. 


seven-day point, we put in overtime to finish it so that we could always say we beat _In addition, Linkin Park's song “Castle of Glass” was featured in the game; and the 


every game in under seven days. | have the club record because | beat Dynowarz song's music video featured gameplay and focused on a soldier's story. 


“To be able to score sonieiaiee that's reallyreomplex, and» 


in an hour and 12.minutes. And it was a terrible game, by the way. It was awful. | a song that's 


remember finishing the game and coming downstairs and my mom was like ‘What olution in a game 


r 


intended for a studio a and have it be represented i inf 


are you doing down here? Aren't you playing your new game?’ | was like, ‘| beat is perfect,” Shinoda says. 7 


it’ She was like, ‘What, you just got it.” | was like, ‘It was the worst game ever’ She ; ; ast} ; 

said, ‘We spent $45 on this game and you're already a. 2 it?’ I'm like, ‘Yeah, With over 66 Million k fans, Shinoda kept with-gaming in 2013 with 

it wae-terrible:” Recharge. The Facebook game took a philanthropic angle, set ina tute ted 4 
of the world’s natural resources. Players who ‘Speiftéal money, on i ame — 


° ; ‘ Ay 
The 37-year-old Grammy Award winner gi U aying classic games on microtransactions to fightethebad guys w were aia lly donating money to Music for 


lief; awhich is:the band’s of organization to combat climate change and to provide 
: | fortune Welict to those who've suffered from natural disasters. The game also unldbked the 
. to those retro single "A Light That Never Comes" for fans ahead of the remix album, Recharged. 


ColecoVision, Atari, NES, and Game Boy. And he remembers how archaic the... 
soundtracks were back in those early days. But afte ; 
with Linkin Park, Shinoda decided to take a musie¢ 
days in 2010. A~ £ 


In March 2014, Linkin Park further blended music and gaming. This time, Shinoda 


that stuff that and his band mates collaborated with Microsoft and _developer-Team Dakota, 


al Mega Man, and creators of Project Spark. Fa 


. i 
of.a vintage game, and: 


“We made a game for iOS called 8-Bit Rebellign 


SS AE ole) like Metroid, Donkey Kong, ns are able-to play with “Guilty All the Same,” a music 


Rygar," Shinoda says. “We wanted this game to have the fe video/videogame hy creat 


on our own Songs, SO YOU template for Xbox ae 
nit! playing Nintendo-style. SF iwanithey ike payers ee : 
The game actually includes both the original and 8-bit versions of the songs. Linkin mashes up endless-runner actio 


Park worked with game developer Artificial Life on the project. The game includes 


i ed within the pie epare open-world game 
a big part of it was the music. It was. basically 8-bit t : m 


get ‘One Step Closer, ‘Crawling,and ‘No More Sorr 


The gamer in Shinoda love idea of interactivity, and allowing fans to mix their 


digitized versions of sketches and paintings by Shinoda, as* well as Linkin Park own interpretations of the music Linkin Park makes. Videogames are the perfect 


promotional art. The entire band was recreated as 8-bit characters. Players set out platform for that type of interactivity. And the band continues to.embrace gaming, 


to find the band’s stolen music and battle the evil PixxelKorp. The game featured as well as technology, as it releases new music. 


friends lists, IM chats, and a personal space to decorate with unlocked items you 


acquirediby plavine the ganic. Not everybody knows this, but we actually chose the spelling of our band name 


because we couldn't get the Lincoln Park URL,” Shinoda says. “So that’s how deeply 


Shinoda’s favorite retro games were Metroid, Legend of Zelda, Strider, and the Mega technology is engrained in the band. Otherwise it would be just the presidential 


Man franchise. He's never stopped playing. Linkin Park got a reputation as Halo spelling, but we wanted the dot com. That's just who we are. We like to push the 


fans, calling out other bands to play online as that franchise evolved. These days, boundaries. A lot of people throw around the word ‘disruptive, but we really want 


Shinoda’s device of choice has evolved from console to iPad or iPhone. His global to embody that.” 


touring schedule has the band always on the go in planes, trains, and automobiles, 


where he likes to play'games like Fieldrunners 2, Sorcery!, and SongPop. He's always While many rock stars dream of being actors, Shinoda says he always wanted to make 


downloading new games to try out games. And now he's been able to live out that dream, over and over again. 4 
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RICHARD M. SPITALNY & CHRIS GRAY 


We are excited:to:sitdown and bring you our conversation with Richard 
M. Spitalny and Chris Gray. Richard is*the president of First Star 
Software, Inc. and Chris is responsible for designing one of their most 
well-known titles, Boulder Dash. 


RETRO: Richard, you have been president of First Star Software, Inc. since 1982. 
Doesn't this make you one of the only software companies from that time period 
that is run by the original owner(s)? 


RICHARD SPITALNY: The simple answer is “yes,” | do believe this makes us one 
of the few software companies that have been around since the early ‘80s that 
are still run by the original owners. (| actually don't know of any others, but | don’t 
want to be so presumptuous as to think we are the only one.) 


RETRO: What is the reason for your company’s staying power? 


RS: In our early history, | would attribute our success and longevity to 
innovation and quality. We tried very hard to come up with titles that were both 
groundbreaking and unique. We tried to contribute to what was then considered 
“the state of the art.” We were very fortunate to see the potential of Boulder Dash 
when it was originally submitted to us, and to design and create the interactive 
adaptation of MAD Magazine's very popular Spy vs. Spy comic strip. I'd also have 
to attribute most of our continued longevity to the number of successful sequels 
we have released in both series of games. 


RETRO: What got you into the software business back in 1982? 


RS: Before producing interactive games, | was a movie producer. It was my film 
partner at the time, Billy Blake, who had invested in a computer retail store 
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which was being managed by Fernando Herrera. Fernando was a really brilliant 


programmer and one of the early adopters of the Atari 400 computer. As | recall, 
the serial number for his computer was some ridiculously low number like “14” 
or something like that. 


Back then, you were able to call up Atari and speak directly to the engineers. 
As | understand it, Fernando actually showed Atari how they could produce 256 
colors on the Atari 400 instead of just the 128 colors that they were advertising 
at the time. He was the first person to program a game with “screen wraparound” 
so that an object which moved from the left towards the right would reappear on 
the left side of the screen immediately after going offscreen on the right side. The 
game | am referring to, by the way, was called Space Chase, and it was a game that 
Fernando published himself before we formed First Star Software. 


Fernando's son, Steve, had been born almost completely blind due to multiple 
cataracts. After several surgeries when his son was about two years old, Fernando 
used his computer to simulate the type of the eye chart you would see in the eye 
doctor's office which has a very large “E” at the top and then each row below that 
has more letter Es in it but in a smaller font than in the row above. Then, using 
one’s hand, you would indicate whether the letter E was facing right, facing left, 
or whether it was upside down, etc. 


Fernando quickly saw that his son's vision had indeed improved significantly 
after several operations. So, Fernando eventually created a program called My 
First Alphabet, and he submitted that program to an amateur competition that 
Atari was holding. Not only did he win best educational program, but, he actually 
won the best of all of the programs submitted in every category. For that, he was 
awarded the first Star Award ever given out by Atari. It was at this point that 
Billy and | decided that we would stop our film development company, form a 


leas: “ ane 


software company (named after that first Star Award) and focus on publishing 
games which Fernando would create. The first game Fernando created was 
Astro Chase, which was immensely successful. 


RETRO: Who else was involved with the company in your start-up phase? 


RS: At first it was just me, Billy, Fernando, and Diana Loomis. Diana had been 
working as our assistant in our film development company; but, she quickly took 
over as director of public relations at First Star Software and really helped get us 
on the map! Billy was also the copublisher of MILLIMETER Magazine, a leading 
TV and motion picture trade magazine. His partner and copublisher was Peter 
Jablon. Initially, Peter was involved; but, he didn’t have much time as he was really 
running MILLIMETER. Interestingly, years later, after selling M/LLIMETER, Peter 
returned to First Star Software and has been my partner here for over 20 years. 


RETRO: How many games did First Star Release, and what were they? 


RS: Hummmm,, let's see. Just counting discrete titles (and not any of their 
sequels) | am sure there are well over a dozen games. The ones that come 
to mind are: Astro Chase, BOING, Bristles, Flip & Flop, Boulder Dash, Spy vs. Spy, 
Millennium Warriors, The Omnicron Conspiracy, Superman, Security Alert, U.S. 
Adventure, The Works!, Rent Wars, Panic Button, and Romper Room. 


Of course there have been numerous sequels in the Boulder Dash series, 
and there were three games in our Spy vs. Spy series. We followed up Astro 
Chase with a sequel for the Mac 10 years later called Astro Chase 3D, and we 
released two Superman games as well as two edutainment titles using the 
Romper Room license. 
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RETRO: Can you tell us any stories about the development of any of 
those games? 


RS: Sure! How much time do you have? Chris will no doubt talk a bit about 
Boulder Dash. 


In other interviews over the years I've told the story about how we were offered 
$25,000 for the Commodore 64 rights to Astro Chase before we even released 
the Atari version [where we were] asked if we could give our answer the next day. 
[We] were told if we left without taking the deal, the offer would be retracted, 
only to be offered $250,000 minutes later as we started to leave having said we 
really did want to take the night to discuss things amongst ourselves. 


I've also talked about how Jim Nangano (who created Flip & Flop) was in the Navy 
before he came to work at First Star Software, working in a top secret underground 
bunker, tracking all the nuclear submarines in the world while sending us updates 
of Flip & Flop on disks, and how we kept stamping “CONFIDENTIAL,” in red on the 
disks — which caused all sorts of problems for Jim with the military police who 
inspected everything brought in and out of the bunker. 


So, today let's talk about Spy vs. Spy. Back when | was designing the game 
with Mike Riedel, it wasn't possible to play over the (non-existent) Internet 
or via Bluetooth or Wi-Fi. So, games for more than one player were all “turn- 
based.” In Spy vs. Spy | was determined to find a way to let both players play at 
the same time, because that was such an integral part of the comic strip. Both 
the black and white spies were each going about their business, not knowing 
what the other spy was doing, and the big payoff came only at the very end, 
in the very last frame. 
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In order to recreate that kind of excitement (with two, simultaneous, parallel 
plots) | asked Mike if it would be possible to split the screen in half horizontally 
and have the black spy in one half and the white spy in the other half and if they 
could both be active at the same time. | asked if each half of the screen could 
‘scroll either in the same or opposite directions at the same time. This was not 
something that had ever been done before and, not being a programmer myself, 
| didn't know enough not to make that suggestion. To Mike's credit he said: “I do 
not know; but, let me see what | can do”. The rest, of course, is history and that’s 
how the splitscreen (Simulvision) came about, allowing two players to play at the 
same time, which | decided to call “Simulplay.” 


As great and exciting as it was to play the game simultaneously with another 
player (whether that be a person or Al), it could get a bit confusing, especially as 


the number of rooms in the embassies increased from level to level. Also, because ~ 
the rooms looked so similar to one another, it was easy to forget whether you had. 


already been in a room, so we needed a way to let the players know whether they 
were returning to a room or entering it for the first time in the given match. That 
is how | came up with “breadcrumbs”...arrows at the bottom of your half of the 
screen that let you retrace your steps — an idea that was obviously based on 
Hansel and Gretel. 

RETRO: You mentioned Fernando Herrera. 
| really enjoyed his first game, Astro Chase. 


First Star’s Fernando Herr: 
New York’s Answerg 

to West Coast 

Software 


| remember seeing ads for it in the early 
gaming magazines and thinking those were 
the best graphics | had ever seen. | never did 
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end up playing it “back in the day,” but have 
since played it over the years and really enjoy 
it. Did Fernando do the artwork in his own 
games or did you guys have other artists on 


~ staff that worked with the game designers? 


RS: Like many developers at that time, Fernando did it all! He designed the game, 
programmed it, created all of the graphics, sfx and music. | might point out the 
Mike Riedel, who did Spy vs. Spy, operated pretty much like that, as did Peter 
Liepa for Boulder Dash. 
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RETRO: The one thing that stands out with First Star Software was the quality of 
games you developed. There were literally no stinkers at all. How did you guys go 
about green lighting a game idea when it was presented? 


RS: Thank you very much for those kind words Mike; if only it was true. Though | 
actually do agree with you, to a large extent, there were some issues in both our 
Superman games and in a few. other cases, we ran out of time and had to release 
games before they were as polished as we would have liked. We were a very small 
company to start, and never grew to more than about 15 employees. We always 
backed anything that Fernando wanted to do, and | went after the Spy vs. Spy and 
Superman licenses once we were a sister company with E.C. Publications (MAD 
Magazine) and DC Comics. | gave the go ahead on titles that were submitted to 
us, such as U.S. Adventure, Boulder Dash, BOiNG!, and Flip & Flop. Panic Button was 
my idea, based on the! Love Lucy skit with the conveyor belt in the candy factory. 


RETRO: Were there any games you passed on that you feel had potential but were 
never released? 


RS: Not really. In fact, probably the opposite. As mentioned moments ago, there 
were some games that we developed that we did not think were strong enough 
to be released; at least not on their own. One game in particular that | recall was 
called Rent Wars. We did not release the game when it was originally created; but 
we did include it as part of a compendium of 14 of our titles released a few years 
ago call First Star Software's Greatest Hits. 


RETRO: Let's talk about the Exidy Max-A-Flex arcade game. This could arguably be 
considered the first arcade multigame. It was an actual arcade cabinet that housed 
a real Atari 600XL computer mounted to the inside wall of the cabinet. It was 
based on your most successful titles and allowed the arcade operator to change 
out the four games (Astro Chase, Bristles, Boulder Dash and Flip & Flop) simply by 
inserting a different game cartridge and swapping out the games and marquee. 
How was it that First Star Software and Exidy came together to create it? 


RS: Our senior vice president at the time, Marc Jaffe, had met Peter Kaufman, 
the president of Exidy, and it was Peter who had the idea to create what he 
called the Max-A-Flex system of arcade games. As you point out, these were 
really coin-op housings put around Atari 600 XL computers. This allowed 
them to quickly increase the number of titles they offered to their distributors 
and it also let them recycle the housings. That is to say none of the cabinets 
were dedicated to a specific title; but rather, the Plexiglas headings at the 
top (with the name of the game) could be slid in and out and changed easily. 
So, all they had to do was to pop in a new game cartridge into the Atari 600 


XL computer inside and they were ready to go with a new title in the arcade! 


RETRO: One o your most prolific games was Chris Gray's Boulder Dash. How 
many ports has the original game had over the years? 


RS: I've never really counted; but, | can think of at least 14 off the top of my head, 
including Boulder Dash-30th Anniversary, which we just recently released with 
copublisher Tapstar Interactive on iOS and Android! It was named as a Best New 
Game by Apple who featured it upon release! 


RETRO: | purchased a licensed version of Boulder Dash for the Atari 2600, which 
just hit the market a couple years ago. 


RS: Oh, that's great to hear. Thanks! The guys who programmed that, Andrew 


. 


Davie and Thomas Jentzsch, did an amazing job of really pushing the technical limits 
of that platform, and AtariAge did a great job with the packaging. We've long been a 
supporter of many of the older platforms. Working with Mean Hamster Software and 
Atari2600.com we copublished cartridges of Boulder Dash | and II, Rent Wars, Bristles, 
and Flip & Flop for the Atari 5200 between 2004 and 2007 


RETRO: And isn't there an Intellivision version about to hit? 


RS: Yes there is! We previewed it at the Classic Game Expo in Los Vegas just a few 
months ago; and, if it's not already out by the time this edition of RETRO appears I'd 
be surprised. That will be copublished with Classic Game Publishers, Inc./Elektronite, 
headed up by William Moeller. 
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RETRO: Chris, what was your inspiration behind 
Boulder Dash? Are there any stories you can tell 
us about the development of the game? 


CHRIS GRAY: | was spending a.lot of time 
playing games on home computers such as 
the Atari 400/800 (which my family owned), 
a friend's Apple Il, in the arcades; really any 
platform | could get my hands on. | was at 
the early stages of teaching myself how to 
code games at the same time, learning from 
what | could see and play, and then using the 


inspiration to create my own variations and 
original ideas. There was a coin-op at the time called The Pit, which had the concept 
of digging and boulders and collecting, which | thought was interesting because you 
could dig your own path. 


You weren't constrained by a’strict level design, but the boulders didn't roll or behave 
too interestingly. They just dropped straight down, like Dig-Dug. | took that core idea 
and started playing around with more interesting boulder behaviors, making them roll 
and so forth, and that was the very beginning of the game, which is several months. 
before Peter Liepa became involved. Peter and | were [eventually] introduced to a 
local game publisher who was excited by several of my game concepts, including what 
became Boulder Dash. Peter had a lot more programming experience than | did at the 
time, and became interested in working with me on evolving the original prototype. 


RETRO: Chris, did you ever think it would be a game that would continue on for as long as 
it has, with the release of Boulder Dash-XL3D (3DS) and most recently the release of Boulder 
Dash - 30th Anniversary for iOS and Android? What can you tell us about this latest release? 


CG: No, | had no idea Boulder Dash would be around for so long. It was in the very early 
days of the games industry, and | was still a 16-year-old in high school when it was 
released. | didn't have any idea if it would sell well, let alone result in one sequel, or so 
many others, but I’m very pleased it has been a part of so many people's lives over the 
decades. At the time, it was exciting enough just to hold the original box in my hand! 
With today’s technology, | think it's remarkable that you can now virtually play every 
game created on new platforms, no matter what device they first appeared on. That 
was unthinkable back in the 1980s. And since the original launch, First Star Software 
have done a fine job keeping the game current through several hardware generations, 
and it’s been rewarding to return to a title that started my career in gaming, and being 
able to bring some of the lessons I've learned along the way to the new version. 


As for the latest version, Boulder Dash - 30th Anniversary is now available in the App 
Store and Google Play store, and it's free to play. We have 220 levels and 10 worlds, 


and nine unlockable characters with different abilities. We have a cool “2.5D" visual 
style, built in Unity 3D, and we added ramps and diagonal movement for the first time. 
The difficulty increases in the cave packs so first-time players can get the hang of it, but 
trust me, there are some fiendishly challenging caves as you get further into the game. 
We also have lots of new creatures such as dragons, oni demons, sumos, ghosts, bats 
and more, along with the classic butterfly, firefly, and amoeba. We've also introduced 
power-ups, which help players complete the most challenging caves, and treasure 
chest collecting which allows them to discover new worlds and unlock characters. 


You can also purchase the remastered 1984 cave pack as in-app content if you want to _ 
experience them again. They're very close to the original versions but tweaked to work 
with the new engine. 


We're now looking into a premium version due to the high level of interest expressed by 
players, but would prefer a more traditional treatment than free-to-play offers. It won't 
have ads, although you will be able purchase some of the cave packs as DLC. 


RETRO: Are there any plans to rerelease or update any of your other games? If so, what 
formats are you considering? 


CG: I'm looking at revisiting another classic game | created, Infiltrator, which people 
may remember from the C64 days. It was also available on a number of platforms 
worldwide and was a hit. When it came out, it was the only hybrid flight/action game 
combined with a stealth adventure on the ground. Infiltrator was originally released in 
the late 1980s, a long time before games like GTA started combining vehicles and on- 
foot gameplay, so I'd like to think it was a little ahead of its time. _ 


RS: And for First Star Software, we're in the process of submitting Spy vs. Spy Vol. 1 to 
Microsoft for certification. They requested it for Windows 8 and will be featuring it 
upon release. Again, perhaps by the time this interview appears. Robots and Pencils 
handled this port as they did the Android, iOS, and Mac versions. A few years ago, 
they licensed our designs and gameplay (Simulvision, Simulplay, and the Trapulator) 
and licensed the rights to MAD Magazine's black-and-white Spy vs. Spy characters from 
Warner Brothers. Together we designed the modern version that is included along with 
the retro version of our original Spy vs. Spy game. 


RETRO: Is there anything else you might want to tell our readers about? What will the 
future hold for First Star Software? 


RS: Well, Mike, | am especially excited about an upcoming Kickstarter campaign set 
to launch later this month (November, 2014). Chris and his team at Tapstar Interactive 
are using the crowd funding model to create and finance a robust, feature-intensive 
premium version of Boulder Dash - 30th Anniversary for PC, Mac, XBox One, and PS4. 
On the PC and Mac versions, players will be able to create and save their own levels; 
and, even share them with other players. We released our first-and-only Boulder Dash 
“construction kit” with a level editor back in 1987, and it's the one thing that the fans 
have been asking for most ever since! 

CG: | agree — and no in-game advertising, either! But we're looking at the Kickstarter 
campaign as being more than a source of funding. It's about collaboration. We want 
to engage with gamers that have opinions and ideas up front, during development — 
we're offering opportunities for up to 1,000 gamers to actually partake in the “beta.” 
And for the more ardent fans, we'll offer rewards that allow them to be the architect of 
a level, a character, and even a character based on them. | do feel fortunate that First 
Star Software has embraced this concept and allowed me to run with this. | believe 
that it promises to fulfill the full potential of Boulder Dash. It will be a lot of work, but | 
expect it'll also be a lot of fun. Ff : 
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| Private videogame collections the size of John Hancock's are few and far between | 


What do you get when you've been 
collecting videogames for the better 
part of 20 years? Private collector John 
Hancock has done just that and has 
amassed a very respectable collection 
spanning over 20 complete game 
collections and 400 consoles. John 
is also founder of Cowlitz Gamers for 
Kids foundation, whose mission is to 
provide children who have experienced 
sexual or physical abuse a coordinated 
community approach to investigation, 
prosecution, advocacy, and treatment 
that promotes their safety, healing, and 
well-being. Visit cowlitzgamers.com for 
more information. 


RETRO: John, how long have you been 
collecting? 

John Hancock: About 20 years. While | was 
“collecting” in high school, | really started this 
wonderful hobby my freshman year in college 
in the mid ‘90s. 
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RETRO: What exactly do you collect? 


JH: | focus on complete console sets and 
subsets of American games from 1972 to 
current, but really collect for any consoles 
released in North America in the last 40+ 
years. | have 23 different complete sets of 
games. Most notable of these sets is Vectrex, 
Dreamcast, NES, Genesis, Sega CD, and 
Nintendo 64, to name a few. 


RETRO: How many games and which consoles 
do you have in your collection? 


JH: | have not counted recently, but a while 
ago | was over 8,000 games. | have over 400 
consoles that span the last 40 years of gaming. 


RETRO: What is your favorite gaming console 
and why? 


JH: If | had to narrow it down to one system 
| would pick the Sega Genesis. So many fond 
memories of playing the diverse library. | love 
brawlers, arcade, and platform titles. The Genesis 
had all these categories covered very well. 
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DUET INTERVIEW 


RETRO: What are some of your most prized items in your collection, 
and why? Value, sentimental reasons, etc.? 


JH: While many other folks always ask about my NES Stadium Events, 
to me my Sega Genesis Outback Joey cart and manual are more 
prized. 10 times harder to find, but so obscure not many pursue it. 


RETRO: What was the most you paid to add an item or item(s) to 
your collection? 


JH: | paid $350 for a complete copy of Jack Bros. 


RETRO: Do you collect and play modern-day consoles? What's your 
favorite? 


JH: | keep up with modern consoles as best as | can. | play a robust 
library on Steam, Wii U, Xbox One, and Ouya, as well as mobile games. 
My favorite right now is the Wii U because of the current A+ library it 


offers. | also can play many of the games with my 6-year-old son. 


RETRO: What is the centerpiece of your collection? 


JH: | have always had a fascination with the 
Astrocade. It is an oddball system that is often 
overlooked by collectors. | love it for being different. 
| was able to come by a white Astrocade, which is 
fairly rare. | consider it a centerpiece for being fairly 
elusive, especially fully functional. | have two of 
them currently, and have found four in many years of 
collecting. 


RETRO: What are your top 10 games? 

1. Robotron 2084 (7800) - If there was a game that 
visually represented the brain of someone with 
ADHD, this would be it. There are very few games 
that match the intensity of this classic. | play this 
often and never get tired of it. 

2. Mario Bros. (NES) - What seems to be a simple 
arcade game really ramps up the difficultly as levels 


progress. A great two-player game as well, that | feel 
ported well to the NES. 

3. Streets of Rage 2 (GEN) - When it comes to 
brawlers, this one is my favorite for excellent music, 
gameplay, and two-player fun. 

4. Minecraft (360) - Some would not classify this 
truly as a game, but | do. The only limitation in this 
game is your imagination, and how much time you 
want to build it. :) 

5. Berzerk (2600) - Hands down the number-one 
2600 game | played of all time. One of the few 
console ports which | prefer over the arcade due to 
having faster gameplay. 

6. TIE Fighter (PC) - To this day, one of my favorite 
Star Wars games. The story, controls, missions, and 
content make this a must-play for any Star Wars fan. 
7. Gravitar (2600) - An amazing port of an arcade 
game. | simply love the challenge this game offers, 
as well as having some spot-on controls. 


8. Samurai Shodown II (NEO) - During the fighting 
craze in the ‘90s, | have to admit my gaming 


collection would have grown quicker if | hadn't 
played this game in the arcades so much. My favorite 
fighter of all time due to easy-to-perform moves and 
not having overcomplicated gameplay. 

9. Pong (Pong) - This game may be one of the first, 
but it is still as fun as it was growing up. My favorite 
version of this game is the Tele-Games Hockey Pong 
they made. If | did not like it, | would not have over 
80 boxed units of these in my collection. 

10. Herzog Zwei (GEN) - My mother bought this 
for me growing up after seeing the amazing cover 
art. While | never got into the RTS genre after this 
game, | still play a game or two when | can. Simply 
a wonderful example of an RTS game done on a 
console that blends arcade gameplay with battle 
strategies. in 
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SWAP MEET SURVIVAL GUIDE 


Living in California has its perks, one of them being our weather. The near-constant 


sunshine is conducive to outdoor swap meets almost every weekend throughout the 
year. | moved to California back in 1999 and have been an avid “swaphead” ever since, 
hitting up at least two swap meets every weekend. During this time | have discovered 
lots of retro-gaming treasures and some at unbelievable prices. Here is my survival 
guide to help make your swap meet outings as fun and as profitable as possible. 


Identify & investigate your 
local swap meets. 


To begin, you need to identify what swap meets 
are in your area and what is their propensity to 
have videogames. There are a variety of swap 
meets; some are ripe with retro-gaming goodness, 
while others never have anything. If you live in a 
warm city, chances are you'll find outdoor swap 
meets in the parking lots of churches or colleges. 
Living in colder cities might make it more difficult 
to find locations, as they will typically be indoors 
and much smaller than outdoor meets. Once you 
find them, you need to get a feel of what is usual- 
ly there, meaning you might have to attend a few 
times to get a feel for it. If you find any retro-gam- 
ing artifacts, then start hitting it up whenever you 
can, which brings me to my next point. 


Generally, | like going to swap meets by myself. 
There are less distractions and it avoids confron- 
tations with your friends when you both reach for 
that elusive cartridge. I’ve seen this ruin friend- 
ships first-hand, and it’s not pretty. 


Be consistent. 


You have to be consistent if you want to score the 
big scores. | hit up the Southern California swap 
meets every weekend; sometimes | hit it big and 
sometimes | don’t. The thing is, you can’t win if 
you don’t go. And there is nothing worse than 
seeing someone post online about a great score 
from your local spot the one time you decided to 
sleep in. 


Arrive early but 
not too early. 


ey 
There is some debate about when you should get 
to the swap meet. | have tried arriving both very 
early when vendors are still emptying their trucks 
(7 a.m.) and about an hour later when most every- 
thing they have has been laid out. For me, I've found 
it better to wait until they've emptied their trucks 
as you can't generally see anything inside their 
trucks. On a few occasions I've lost out on some- 
thing big because of this, but generally speaking, it 
hasn't affected the outcome of my discoveries. 


Perfect your traffic 
pattern. 


It's very important to have a routine traffic pattern 
as you walk through a swap meet. This gives you 
the advantage of knowing which vendors will occa- 
sionally offer gaming items and which ones don't. It 
allows you to get familiar with all of them, and the 
types of things they sell from week to week. You 
will get to the point where there are some vendors 
whose wares you can scan from the middle aisle, 
while others are worthy of walkthroughs. Another 
key point is that you want to get through a first pass 
of the swap meet as fast as possible, as others will 
also be there doing the same thing. The quicker you 
can spot and identify the things you are looking for 
the better. Let the “other guy” take his time search- 
ing through vendors that historically never have 
anything gaming-related. If you follow this rule, you 
should already know which vendors have gaming 
items and which ones don't. 


06, To dig or not to dig? 


While at the swap meet, you will notice that some 
vendors do a great job laying everything out on 
blankets or on tables while others leave out boxes 
full of junk you have to dig through. This one is 
really a personal preference. | generally am not 
a “digger,” but | do scan the boxes from the top 
and see if | can spot anything gaming-related. If 
| don’t see something on top and it doesn't look 
like the contents of a box have anything else that 
might be of interest (like old toys), then | pass it 
by and don't waste my time. But hey, if you like to 
dig then go for it. 


oo Don’t get distracted. 
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While you are scanning from an aisle or walking 
through a vendor's space, always look for clues. 
For example, if the vendor has a bunch of toys from 
the ‘70s or ‘80s, that is generally a good booth to 
investigate. Also, if you spot a single joystick or 
controller lying alone, then chances are the rest of 
the console and games might be in another area 
of their space. Sometimes gaming systems get 
split up, so continue to look even if a controller or 
game seems to be an orphan. The rest might be 
hiding somewhere in the dealer's lot. 


Those damn CDs. 
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Once console manufacturers decided to change 
from our beloved cartridges to CDs, they real- 
ly made it hard to spot games — especially at 
swap meets. Game CDs are 10 times harder to 
spot than cartridges because most of the time 
game CDs are mixed with music CDs. Don’t ask 
me why, but vendors are just too damn lazy to 
separate the two. Now, you will have some ven- 
dors that have stacks of PS1 games or Dreamcast 
games so it’s obvious to see, but this will require 
you to take time to do a walkthrough to see if what 
you are looking at from the aisle are game CDs 
or music CDs. Same can be said for DVD boxes 
and games for the Xbox and PS2. Look closely, but 
don't spend too much time trying to identify them, 
as you might miss out on other deals as a result. 


! On many occasions, | let my 
love of collecting ‘70s and ‘80s 
music CDs cloud my judgment. 
Occasionally, I'll come upon 
a huge table with hundreds 
of CDs and get hooked. | start 
flipping ous them trying to find the good ones 
while forgetting why | am there. Remember, you 
can always come back to vendors that have more 
common things. Pass them by and only hit them 
back up after you've done your first pass of the 
entire swap meet. There was one time | stopped 
for about 15 minutes looking at music and then a 
few aisles later came upon a stack of about 12 of 
the best PS1 RPGs CIB (complete in box) with a 
group of collectors already swarmed over them. 
All | could do was watch them pick through and 
score these $50-$100 games for $5 each. Ouch! 
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| always start with $100 and | generally try 
not to spend more than that unless | just can’t 
help myself. 


Buy to collect. Sell to 
Sh your collection. 


When at a swap meet, | always look for things 
that | want to add to my collection, but | don't 
pass up good things even if they aren't in my col- 
lecting wheelhouse. Why? So | can sell them lat- 
er to earn more money to fund my hobby. Some 
people will frown upon this, but we all do it, and 
if you say you don't, you're probably lying. Col- 
lecting videogames, especially rare ones, can get 
quite expensive. It's only smart to sell things you 
don't want, especially if it can offset your pur- 
chases. Most of the time, | offset the entire cost 
of my keepers by selling off other swap meet 
purchases. This means | am essentially growing 
my collection for free. 


Negotiate with the 
vendors. 


Always negotiate. Everyone else there is doing 
it and you should be no different. Generally, | al- 
ways try to shave a dollar or more off a purchase 
depending on the size of the purchase. If you are 
buying a bulk lot of items from the same vendor 
generally you can ask for a better deal. 


If you follow these simple rules you'll make it 
through more swap meets in a shorter time and 
be able to save money while growing your collec- 
tion. Happy hunting. :4 


RARITY REPORT 


by Jeremy Parish 


EGA CD | 1992 | MARKET PRICE: $225-300 


WHAT IS IT? 

Regular RETRO readers should be familiar with Snatcher — it's Hideo Kojima’s breakout title. 
After directing the original Metal Gear, Kojima properly came into his own with this excellent 
graphical adventure game. While it was originally designed for Japanese home computers, 


Americans enjoyed an improved Sega CD version. 


WHY SO EXPENSIVE? 

Everything about Snatcher screams “destined to be pricey.” The Sega CD didn't exactly set the 
world on fire, so the system's games — especially niche titles like Snatcher — were produced 
in relatively minuscule numbers. Practically every notable (and playable) title for Sega CD has 
steadily climbed in price over the years. 


Snatcher stands among the best the Sega CD had to offer in the U.S., and when Kojima became 
a videogame superstar in the wake of 1998's Metal Gear Solid, the world suddenly took an 
interest in his previous works...especially Snatcher, which lays down so many of the narrative 
and design mechanics that have become Kojima’s trademarks. 
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IS IT WORTH THE HYPE? 
Definitely. Snatcher has aged remarkably 


well thanks to an interesting story, 
attractive 16-bit 
translation that was years ahead of 


visuals, and a 
its contemporaries. The adventure 
absolutely bursts with creativity, even as it 
shamelessly lifts ideas from Hollywood's 
best. It might be an even bigger Blade 
Runner ripoff than Bubblegum Crisis...but at 
the same time, it builds on familiar ideas 
to create its own world. It's self-referential 
(the protagonist's robotic companion 
is named Metal Gear, if that tells you 
anything), it plays around with the 
mechanics of gaming (the volume-setting 
“explosion” remains a simple-but-brilliant 
jump-scare), and it even crosses over 
genres by throwing in light-gun-based 
shooting segments. It's a genuine classic 
of the medium, and a formative work of 


one of gaming's most inspired auteurs. 
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BUTI DON'T WANNA PAY $300! 
Hmmm... well, 2? Do you 
understand Japanese? If so, you can snag 
Snatcher for pocket change...and on a 
huge variety of systems. Some of those 
versions of the game actually sell for a 
heck of a lot more than the U.S. release if 
you want them complete in box...but some 
of them can be had for pennies (well, 
yen) on the dollar. The enhanced Saturn 
and PlayStation remakes, for example, 
regularly sell for $15-30 — practically 
chump change! 


But given the density of the Japanese 
language in Snatcher Cit is, after all, a 
story-heavy graphical adventure), these 
comparative bargain-basement editions 
won't do you much good unless you're 
savvy to the ways of nihongo. 


On the gray market side of things, a 
cutesy yet faithful RPG-style reworking 
of the game called SD Snatcher was one 
of the first fan translations ever created 
(way back in the ‘90s!), so you might have 
some luck tracking that down to patch a 
legitimate MSX2 copy of SD Snatcher... 
though unfortunately that sells for about 
as much as the U.S. version of the game 
these days. 


Otherwise, your best hope is that Kojima 
Productions. will decide to revisit and 
remake the game, oF at least authorize 
its inclusion in some sort of compilation 
or on a Virtual Console-type service. 
For now, though, there’s no indication 
whatsoever that this might ever come 
to pass, SO Snatcher seems doomed to 


remain a pricey and elusive classic. Bf 
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Hi there, boys f I'm Isabella 
Velvet. Is there sarmething I can 
do for you? 
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Kohler's Collect-a-Thon 


Beginning an Atari 2600 collection is cheap and easy. 


Finishing one is expensive and nearly, if not entirely, 
impossible. It's cheap to start because common Atari 
2600 games and hardware are as cheap as they've 
ever been. They rallied a bit in the mid-2000s as 
1970s kids started to turn 30 and wanted to buy up 
their old toys. But with Nintendo reigning as the hot- 
test thing going today, interest in Atari has dropped 
off. The good news is you shouldn't have to pay too 
much to get a console and a fair number of fun games. 
Even some of the games that used to be considered 


super-rare are coming down in price significantly. 
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YOUR GUIDE TO BUILDING THE ULTIMATE RETRO LIBRARY 


HAVE YOU PLAYED 


The market for original classic games has never been hotter. Whether 
you're obsessed with collecting or just want to play your old favorites in 
their original format, you're paying more for old games than ever before. 
Each issue in Kohler’s Collect-a-thon, we'll break down the current collect- 
ing scene for a particular platform. 
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Here's the ugly flip side, though: While prices have 
dropped on the common stuff, the truly rare items 
have only gone up. So once you start looking for un- 
common boxes and truly rare cartridges, you'll find 
yourself competing with collectors who've been 
amassing Atari stuff since the ‘70s. And some of this 
stuff is still so rare that not even those old-school col- 
lectors have them! And they have money. Chances 
are good that The Guy In His 50s Whose Kids Have 
Moved Out is going to outbid you. 


Atari didn't have a licensing program like Nintendo, 
so all third-party 2600 games are unlicensed. A low 
barrier to entry for programming and manufacturing 
these games meant that many fly-by-night obscure 
publishers made 2600 games. There are so many 
rare games and rarer boxes and manuals (there is one 
known copy of the manual for Air Raid, for example) 
that a truly comprehensive list would probably take 
up more space than we have here. So we'll just name 
a few representative examples of the kinds of gems 
you'll find on the 2600. 


Most collecting circles only have one grail; Atari has 
a whole cupboard full of them. Some of the most rare 
Atari 2600 releases are still being discovered. That Air 
Raid manual only turned up in 2012, for example. The 
complete game (released by the wonderfully named 
company Men-A-Vision) sold for $33,000 at the time. 
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A Biblical game called Red Sea Crossing was adver- 
tised and released back in 1983, but a copy wasn't 
turned up until 2007. It sold for $13,800 in 2012. 


Like Red Sea Crossing, many Atari 2600 games only 
exist in single-digit quantities. There are only a few 
known copies of Answer Software's Gauntlet, to 
name another example, or Birthday Mania, a game 
produced by a small developer that could be per- 
sonalized for the birthday gift recipient. These are 
the games that Atari collectors who've been at it 
for 40 years would give their eyeteeth for. 


There are even grails that are assumed to exist, but 
haven't turned up yet. The box and manual for a 
game called Karate, by the company Ultravision, for 
example. The cartridge sells for thousands of dol- 
lars. The box and manual? If you had one, you'd be 
looking at an easy five figures. But nobody does yet 
— not that we know of, anyway. 


Atari was the predominant maker of 2600 titles, 
as you might imagine, and most of them are fair- 
ly common. ("So common they buried a bunch of 
them in New Mexico!” | can hear you saying from 
here.) Many of these aren't even worth that much 
in mint sealed condition; I'm pretty sure there are 
still dealers cracking open shipping boxes of them 


as we speak. 
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But some of Atari’s games are harder to find, usually 
because they only distributed them to those post- 
crash 2600 diehards through their mail-order Atari 
Club. Of these, Swordquest Waterworld ($75 loose, 
$400 complete), Quadrun ($100-200 loose, $600 
complete), and Crazy Climber (£75 loose, $250 com- 
plete) are the most notorious. 


The boxes for later-release games like Gremlins and 
Pengo can be difficult to find, often pushing the price 
up past $100 for each. (Again, we're talking about the 
2600, not the more common Atari 5200 versions!) 
The 2600 version of Track & Field included a special 
controller to pound on and an oversize box, and that 
will run you well over $100 for the whole thing as well. 
Atari also produced NTSC versions of the PAL games 
Asterix and Obelix, which are worth quite a bit (again, 
these weren't even discovered to exist until recently) 
— just make sure you're buying NTSC and not PAL be- 
fore you shell out the cash. 


THE BIGGEST THIRD PARTIES 


Pulling a Red Sea Crossing out of a dumpster is unlikely, 
but there are many more weird, obscure third-party 
Atari 2600 games that are more common. Here are 
some of the publishers you'll see most often, and their 
rarest games. 


Activision: The company that invented the very idea 
of the independent console game publisher made 
mass quantities of most of its games. It’s the compa- 
ny's later, post-crash releases like Double Dragon, Ram- 
page, Ghostbusters, River Raid II, and Kung-Fu Master 
that can be harder to find complete or loose. 


Imagic: Its game Subterranea can get over $200 com- 
plete in box. It also published Atlantis /I, a more difficult 
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variant of the game Atlantis, that was used for a high- 
score contest. The only way you can know for sure is if 
you play the game and look at the score display. If your 
copy has the elegant calligraphic digits in Figure 1, it’s a 
$1 common. If it has the ugly plain text in Figure 2, it's 
a $1000 rarity. 
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Figure 1: Atlantis Figure 2: Atlantis II 


Coleco: Most of Coleco’s Atari games remain fairly 
easy to track down, although the Kid Vid games, which 
used synchronized audio on special cassette tapes, 
are difficult to find complete. 


Spectravision/Spectravideo: This publisher changed 
its name halfway through its life. Anything “Spectravi- 
sion” is fairly common, anything from “Spectravideo,” 
including Mangia, Gas Hog, and Bumper Bash, is pretty 
rare, especially the boxes. 


Parker Bros.: Frogger and Q*Bert are two of its most 
common games, but the sequels Frogger II: Threeed- 
eep! and Q*Bert’s Qubes are much more expensive — 
don't mistake these for their common predecessors! 


VARIANTS 


Rare variations of otherwise common games can get 
big money on the Atari market, as longtime collectors 
look for something — anything — to add to their collec- 
tions. Variants represent your best chance at scoring 
big in today's market, because often, a seller won't re- 
alize they're holding a rare variant of a common game. 


Examples: The Sears Tele-Games version of Superman 
is commonly found with a text-only label, and the At- 
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ari version with a picture of Superman on the label. But 
a Sears version with a pic of Supes? That’s worth over 
$500, maybe much more. Additionally, the box for 
the Sears version (but again, not the Atari version) of 
Math Gran Prix is exceedingly difficult to find. 


So remember: Don't just research the game, research 


the publisher, the label, and everything else. 


THE FUNNY STUFF 


Even if you don’t want to own every Atari game, there 
are a few wonderful conversation pieces out there 
that you might want to track down. There's the por- 
nographic games by the companies Mystique and 
Playaround, the most notorious of which is Custer’s Re- 
venge. Purina commissioned a game to advertise dog 
food called Chase the Chuck Wagon. Atari did a very 
limited-release game given away to Coke executives 
called Pepsi Invaders. Johnson & Johnson even made a 


game called Tooth Protectors. 


FURTHER READING 


We haven't even scratched the surface! There are so 
many more rare Atari 2600 games out there, games 
that you'd be able to sell for three figures or more if 
you found them at a garage sale. Luckily, there are 
some great resources out there to find out more 
about your finds. AtariAge.com and Atarimania. 
com have extremely detailed databases of games, 
variants, and international releases. And Atari2600. 
com has a hand-curated price guide for the rarest 
titles, which takes online auctions and private sales 
into account. That should help you get started, so 
happy hunting! ia 


Chris Kohler (@kobunheat) is the founder and editor of Game| Life, 
the gaming channel of WIRED. He is a lifelong game collector and the 
author of the books Power-Up and Retro Gaming Hacks. 
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So, RPGs. In most of these games, you get to build your character (or 
characters) by choosing a class. And more often than not, you reach a 
certain age in your village and the elders ask you what you want to be 
when you grow up. The catch? You can usually only choose one thing. 


In most cases, your choice is to either be a warrior who does nothing 
special, or raise the dead and shoot fire out of your hands as a magic 
user. | don't know about you, but | can't see why anyone wouldn't want 
to be the magic user. Freezing your foes with a wave of your hand is a lot 
more effective than hacking at them with a sharp piece of metal. Even 
today, if you were holding a sword and | had a flame thrower, I’m going 
to win. Sure, you might throw your sword at me before your skin melted 
off, but the d20 odds aren't exactly in your favor. 


So, since the 1970s just about every RPG decided to follow the same 
strange rule that magic users are not allowed to wear metal armor or 
wield weapons larger than a dagger or mace, while warriors can use 
whatever they want but are too stupid to cast spells. There’s no reason 
given. We've all just accepted that this is the way it is. 


Nobody asks, “What happens if the wayward magic user decides to put 
on a suit of armor?” Does he become a living magnet and gets buried 
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in a clump of metal pieces, crushed by church bells? Do swords melt 
his hand off? Will he just explode into puffy bits if he dons a helmet? 
| could understand the argument that maybe the magic user was so 
involved with his studies that he did not get the formal training to use 
a sword, but then explain how they can still use a dagger? Do they tell 
them that they only have time for dagger class and advanced weap- 
onry and armor are too confusing? And why can’t they put on chain 
mail armor? It's not like it takes a Ph.D. in warrior studies to go from 
leather to chain. 


Then, to make matters even stranger, they allow elves to use any kind of 
weapon and armor, as well as cast spells. Isn't this discrimination? Are 
games saying that elves are better than humans (as well as gnolls, but 
nobody likes gnolls) because they are able to do both equally? Pointy- 
eared showoffs. 


| think it's safe to say that we'd all like to be knights who wield swords 
and can shoot fireballs out of our eyes and then ride off on a summoned 
wildebeest. Some games have evolved and made the combined skills 
work, but others remain stuck in the world where you can either do 
magic or use a bow and arrow, but not both — definitely a failure of 
imagination, and possibly also education. a 
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Seanbaby invented being funny 
on the Internet at Seanbaby.com. 
Bad decisions have led him to 
specialize in terrible and absurd 
games. Follow him on Twitter 
@Seanbabydotcom. 
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RAMBO: THE VIDEO GAME 


The Game Idea: John Rambo is dead. Your 
eulogy to him is to kill your way through all 
his sweetest adventures. 


How'd They @#$% That Up? 

First, it’s a rail shooter. You don’t really 
steer Rambo — the camera moves for you 
while things pop up and slowly kill you. 
That's almost the exact same gameplay 
as a colonoscopy. And speaking of, 
without a lightgun and three pitchers of 
beer, a rail shooter has the exact same 
fun factor as a medical butt exam. 


Second, every other aspect of Rambo: 
The Video Game sucks. Let me be more 
specific. If this came out 10 years ago 
its graphics would still look like an 
artist’s angry resignation letter. The real 
Sylvester Stallone has a bone structure 
almost impossible to describe with 
words, yet I've strangely managed to 


do it here: pile of boots in a steroid fire. 
Because of this affliction, it requires 
a talented, refined artist to capture 
Stallone’s likeness without turning him 
into a mutant caricature. This game had 
the opposite of one of those, so Rambo 
ended up looking like an Armenian 
grandmother who earned her 1000-yard 
stare from too many Lane Bryant Black 
Friday events. 


The game is littered with unresponsive 
quicktime events that remove a bit of joy 
from your life each time but are otherwise 
pointless. It’s only two or three hours 
long and that includes the cutscenes, 
each of which is a slightly rewritten scene 
from a Rambo movie run through the 
game's awful graphics engine. It's as if 
the world's greatest writer was hired to 
make Rambo 80% worse changing only a 
dozen words — a stunning achievement 
in ruining things. Rambo: The Video Game 
is better at spoiling fun than diarrhea on 


a trampoline. 


Illustration by Thor Thorvaldson 


FIGHTER WITHIN «cox one, 2013) 


The Game Idea: A fighting game linked to your actual 


punches and kicks! 


How'd They @#$% That Up? 

In every way possible. All of Fighter Within's fighters 
seem like they were designed by someone with 
a yellow belt in tae kwon do and a white belt in 
character design. As for the real-motion controls, 
they don't work. They spectacularly don't work. If you 
played Fighter Within on top of Osama Bin Laden's 
corpse, you'd still call the game's control system the 
stiffest and worst thing in the room. 


You can flail your arms as quickly or slowly as you 
want — Fighter Within doesn't care. It has no idea 
what you're doing under any circumstances. Moving 
around is often worse than doing nothing. To make 
matters worse, you can actually see your own 
silhouette in the corner of the screen as it throws 
pointless punches. Why include this? To show us 
that the technology to detect our movements totally 
works and it’s just you who can't figure out how to 
program a game? Come on, Fighter Within, you're 
better than that. Just kidding, you're terrible. 
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Display, Hot for sale. 


RIFT. 5: PROMISE OF POWER 


(N-GAGE, 2005) 


The Game Idea: A tactical RPG based on the Rifts 
game system where superheroes, mechs, vampires, 
wizards, and a million other things all spill into the 
same world. 


How'd They @#$% That Up? 
It only came out for the Nokia N-Gage. Rifts was a 
popular, beloved franchise and when it finally got 


turned into a videogame it was exclusive to this 
garbage space taco phone. To make matters worse, 
it came out two years after the N-Gage launch, or 
approximately 23.9 months after this revolutionary 
phone/game console was discovered to be a blight on 
fun and human communication. 


Promise of Power was weirdly good, but putting a good 
game on the Nokia N-Gage was like grafting a human 
vagina onto a beehive. Who would choose to do that, 
and what monster were they trying to make happy!? In 
its prime, the Nokia N-Gage had an installed user base 
of twelve, all of whom would describe themselves as 
“people who've made awful mistakes and deserve 
only misery.” And, dear god, after seven sentences this 
is now officially the world record holder for the longest 
anyone has ever talked about Rifts: Promise of Power for 
the Nokia N-Gage. Congratulations to both RETRO and 
myself; we are humbled and honored. 


BILL LAIMBEER’S COMBAT 
BASKETBALL tsnes, 1991 


The Game Idea: A basketball game with no fouls, only 


in the year 2030 with like, landmines and robots or 
whatever. 


How'd They @#$% That Up? 

In 1991, we already had Arch Rivals and Basketbrawl. 
Basketball games where you punched people were 
starting to become more common than ordinary, non- 
punching basketball. Then came Bill Laimbeer's Combat 
Basketball — it looked like it was taking not giving a 
@#$% to a whole new level. It featured an NBA star 
known more for his fouling than his scoring set in 
the future of outer space. At that point of absurdity, 
literally nothing is off limits. If they wanted to add 
dinosaurs, or light sabers, or bikinis on everything, so 
what? This game’s premise was already maxed out in 
ridiculousness at “Bill Laimbeer in the future.” 


But instead of an outrageous explosion of arcade 
violence, Bill Laimbeer gave us a plodding boredom 
simulator. It’s like a game improvised by apes who 


found a gymnasium and couldn't figure out what to 
do with it. You looked down on the court from directly 
above, making all the players seem like marshmallows 
fighting over a beach ball. “Fighting” might be too strong 
a word, though. The game featured only one attack — 
a desperate belly flop choreographed by Bill Laimbeer 
himself during a knee injury. 


Land mines occasionally showed up on the court and 
they exploded with all the fury of a harp concerto. Jump 
shots were a rare combination of blind luck and nothing 
else; you'd often miss the hoop by four or five feet for 
no reason. And you couldn't work around this problem 
by dunking. There are no slam dunks at all, probably 
because Bill Laimbeer will be 72 years old when this 
game takes place. Now that | think about it, maybe this 
isn't a horrible basketball combat game. Maybe this is 
an incredible elderly shoving-match game. 10/10 


DEATH RACE (176, arcane) 


The Game Idea: Based on the film where drivers in 


weaponized cars run over anyone and anything they 
want in an insane murder race. 


How'd They @#$% That Up? 

Well, there was no race. And when you take the 
race out of Death Race, it's just kind of depressing. 
You controlled what will forever be the least agile 
automobile in any videogame ever, and you used it 
to run over pedestrians. I’m not exaggerating when 
| say that's the whole entire thing. And don't think 
there was any fun to be had in outsmarting the 
pedestrians. They didn't try to dodge or fight you, 
and in fact seemed to have no idea what they were 
involved in at all. 

If you successfully ran someone over, they 
instantly became a grave marker. This helped you 
to always remember Confused Innocent #289, 
but unfortunately it also gummed up your car's 
works. You had to slowly fight your way off each 
grave, making the game's only point into a cruel 
punishment. When you're peeling out on a corpse 
for eight seconds, that’s not fun murder. That's what- 
kind-of-person-am-l? murder. If you play Death Race 
more than twice, you are legally a sociopath in 17 


states. i 
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SEANBABY RET RO RAN 


EXPERIENCE POINTS 
EXPERIENCE | 


POINTS: 


| HATE ADVENTURE GAMES. HOW WAS | SUPPOSED TO 
KNOW THAT | NEED THE SHOVEL TO CONNECT TO THE 
COAT HANGER | FOUND IN ORDER TO OPEN THE DEMON 
PORTAL AND FIND THE MAGE OF WISDOM. 


WELL, | GUESS I’M THIS FAR, MIGHT AS 
WELL DO THE NEXT PUZZLE. 


BY SCOTT JOHNSON, MYEXTRALIFE.COM - ©2015 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 


GAMER DAD PUNISHMENTS, 


ATARI 2600 EDITION* 
- GET THE BEST ENDING IN RAIDERS OF THE LOST ARK y . 
- COMPLETE EITHER SWORDQUEST GAME, { 

WITHOUT USING THE MINICOMICS FOR HELP 
- BEAT THE COMPUTER AT ONE GAME OF VIDEO CHESS, 

pie Oe © _miadnmiie a )) 

*-THE USE OF "£.T, THE EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL" AS A PUNISHMENT HAS BEEN BANNED By THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS 
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MONTHLY 


Say goodbye to standard mail with a Geek Fuel As low as 


subscription. Your mailbox will be jam-packed with a 
monthly mystery box, filled with exclusive games, 1 =| . Cc Y per month + S/H 


toys, t-shirts, gear and all things epic. 
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